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The author's note 


These stories have been written between 1946 to 1967. 
It is therefore natura! that they should depict different 
periods and attitudes and their language and style of 
presentation should be different. During the last twenty 
years almost all these stories have been published in Oriya 
newspapers and magazines like “Chaturanga", "Jhankar” 
"Dagar", "Asanthakali”, "Diganta” "Satyabadi" etc. and 
some have been translated into Bengali and Hindi and 
published in magazines like "Sarika" and "Desh" for which 
| am deeply grateful to the editors of those papers and 
magazines. | am happy that these have now been 
translated into English. 
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The translator 


After achieving distinction as an outstanding administrator, a 
dedicated judge and a poet and writer of creative fiction in Engilish, 
Chandramoni Narayanaswamy has further diversified her literary 
activities by taking up translation of Oriya works into Engilish. Her 
first attempt in this direction was "The pot of Nector”, translation of a 
collection of stories for children “Amruta Kumbha” by Manorama 
Rath. That was followed by "The Immortal Child and Other Oriya 
Poems", "To Sephali and Other Selected Poems of Kuntala Kumari 
Sabat', "The Colossus”, translation of Surendra Mohanty's nove! 
“Achalayatana”, "The Agony of Fire” translation of Binapani 
Mohanty's novel "Sitara Shonita" and "The Sky of Many Nights and 
Other Onya Stones.” 


Her original English works are "Balagopal”" ” Through the 
Magnifying Glass”, "The Six Castles of the Diamond Lake", "Tales 
Retold”, "Pranks of Esquire” in children's literature and antholigies 
of stories "Better Late Than Never”, "Adventures of FUN". "The 
Second Judgement.” “The Shape of Things To Come", "The Price of 
a Vote” and "Post-Office Blotting Paper”. Under print and awaiting 
release are "Half Babu”, another collection of stones with Prachi 
Prakashan and " The Unseen Abode and Other Poems” with Har 
Anand Publications Pvt. Ltd., New Delhi. 


She was awarded the Millennium 2000 Medal of Honour by the 
American Biographical institute in 1999 for outstanding contribution 
to literature and human resources development. In 2000 she was 
the recipient of the Swagatika Award for English poetry and was 
felicitated by the Dr. Harekrushna Mahatab Centenary Committee 
for transalation. 


Chandramoni is the first woman in Orissa to become the Collector 
of a district and the Secretary of a department. In 1994 she took 
voluntary retirement from the IAS to join the Orissa Administrative 
Tribunal of which she is now the Chairman. 


She is residing in her own flat “Annapoormnalaya* in Snehalata 
Apartments, Vivekananda Marg, Bhubaneswar-751002 with her aunt 
S.Pamrvati. 
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The translator's note 


This transalation is yet another step in my humble 
endeavour to acquaint book-lovers outside Orissa with 
the richness of Oriya literature. 


The stories vividly bring to light the hopes aspirations, 
disillusionment and pathos in the realities of life over a 
long period of twenty years. The characters are true to 
life. Mrs. Satapathy with her rich experience as a freedom 
fighter, politician and Minister has chosen a variety of 
themes for her stories. While translating them I could 
recall reading some of them in "Jhankar"' and Asanthakali 
in the sixties and {| felt that their freshness has not faded. 


1 am gratefu!f to Smt. Satpathy for entrusting this 
transalation to me and to Sri Ashok Mohanty of 
Paschima Publications who agreed to publish it. 


Chandramoni Narayanaswamy 
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The Triangle 


Gradually the wick of the lamp was being burnt out. Looking 
at it with single-minded devotion Roma was praying to some invisible 
god."Lord ! Let no harm come to him. Let him return home safe 
and happy.” 

Whether God heard that prayer or not it did reach the ear of 
a human being. A sweet tender voice was heard to say. " Brother 
Madan: will be reaching here tomorrow, sister-in-law". Startled, 
Roma looked around. Standing on the verandah of a house at a 
short distance was Binod, a distant cousin of her husband and 
hence a brother-in-law to her. Adjusting her sari over her head, 
Roma approached him - 

" What did you say, Binod ?" Roma could hardly believe her 
own ears. 

“ Brother Madan has sent a letter - he will be arriving here 
tomorrow". Binod said with a smile. 

Silently Roma extended her hand for the letter. On another 
occasion she would have coaxed Binu into reading out the letter to 
her more than once. But today she has nothing more to hear. She 
had already heard that for which she used to write to Madan 
pleadingly. What was the necessity of reading the letter ? 

Binu asked in surprise - " Do you think that is all he has 
written, sister-in-law ? There are many other things in the letter. 
Wouldn't you tike to hear them 2" 

“1 don't want to hear all that, Binu. Please give me the letter " 
Roma once again put out her hand. 

Placing the letter in her hand like one enchanted Binod said. 
Do you know what a lot of things he is getting for you ?" 

“I am not going to gain anything by knowing all that today." 
Roma's voice was choked with emotion. Binod felt that at the mere 
touch of a cool breeze it would turn to water as if it were vapour and 
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cascade down her cheeks. Gradually the lamp was getting 
extinguished before Roma's eyes. 

Roma sat inside the house, motionless as a pillar, with the 
letter in her hand. All the happy and unhappy moments of the past 
came alive and started dancing before her eyes. 

Six years ago she had stepped into that house as a newly 
married bride. The soft beautiful noon had become lively with beating 
of drums on her arrival. Overwhelmed by the love and happiness 
of her husband and old mother-in-law Roma had got over the pangs 
of leaving behind her paternal home in no time. Shouldering all the 
responsibilities of that small family in the midst of laughter and 
happiness she had not noticed how quickly time passed. 

A year passed. Fate could not tolerate her happiness even 
for one year. Lord Indra stopped the rains creating havoc in the 
village. The crops failed - there was famine everywhere. People 
had no money either to purchase rice. Some people died of 
starvation. Driven by hunger people ate whatever they could get 
unmindful of whether it was edible or not. In consequence epidemic, 
that constant companion of famine, spread everywhere. 

Roma recalled the day when all of a sudden her mother-in- 
law had an attack of cholera. Such suffering for the body already 
emaciated by hunger and inedible food ! Roma shuddered at the 
very thought of it. 

_ After performing his mother’s last rites Madan decided to 
join the Army. Roma had begged and implored him. " Don't go to 
join the Army even if we have to die of starvation here. At least | 
would be able to see your face while dying." 

But Madan did not want to die - he was not going to die. So 
many people from the village were going to join the Army- he too 
would go with them. He would live and would save Roma from 
death. There was determination in his eyes. 


When Madan actually left the village Roma had felt that all 
around her was darkness. How much she had suffered waiting for 
his return, eating one day and fasting on the next ! The day the 
postman delivered Madan's first letter and remittance was still vivid 
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in her memory. She immediately sent one rupee to the village 
goddess as an offering and ran to Binod to have the letter read out 
by him. 

Tearing the envelope open Binu first showed her a 
photograph of Madan. How handsome he looked in his soldier's 
uniform ! Roma's mind was filled with joy. All the sorrows of the 
past were forgotten in her pride in her worthy husband. 

Binu started reading the letter. But why did Madan write like 
that ? Roma stared with wide, wondering eyes. Binu was reading. 

" | am earning a lot of money - making money by killing 
people. Perhaps you are thinking that | have become a brave man. 
You might be feeling proud of being the wife of such a man. But 
Roma, only for you { am doing all this. Your husband is killing 
people like a coward; making several innocent women like you 
widows; rendering many women like my unfortunate rttother 
childless and many children dearly loved by their mothers orphans {" 

" Why do 1 kill these men ? Are they my enemies ? They are 
not known to me. None of them had snatched away my land by 
putting it to auction like the pandit of our village or harassed me for 
tax. For whom do we kill so many unknown people turning our 
hearts to stone ? You cannot understand who is going to be 
benefited by all this. 

" { have gone crazy brooding over this. Can you forgive me, 
Roma ? Can I return to you safe and sound with the dying sighs of 
so many people on my head ? To die of starvation would have 
been better than this.” 

Suddenly Roma was shaken out of her thoughts. Would he 
really not be able to come back hale and hearty ? Why did this 
burning war start ? Roma could not understand anything. She was 
praying in the evening bowing at the root of the holy ocimum plant 
“ Lord, forgive all his sins. Let the war end. Let there never be 
another war, God ! Let him come back safe." Her unlettered, 
untutored mind melted with the wish for the welfare of the whole 
world. 


Roma's eyes were closing in the cool evening breeze. 
Suddenly she heard some one calling from outside and sat up. 
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Opening the door Roma shrieked, " God, what is this ?" Her 
senseless body fell to the ground. 

Madan was standing at the door. One side of this face was 
burnt and disfigured. One leg had been amputated below the waist. 
Leaning on two crutches Madan was laughing. And through that 
distorted laughter he seemed to say. "Weep, Roma, weep. You too 
should weep a little." 


Ooo 
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Wounded Pride 


Standing before a large mirror Sanghamitra was staring at 
herself in astonishment. Perhaps she was wondering whether the 
event which has taken her by surprise that day had manifested 
itself to the same degree in her external form. But as soon as Mitra 
saw the image in the mirror her astonishment increased four times. 

On either side of the parting her hair had turned grey, deep 
dark rings under the eyes, the wrinkles on the cheeks were quite 
prominent. It was as if some one had squeezed out all the beauty 
and health out of her face. She suddenly recatied that only two 
months ago she had turned forty. ¥ 

Involuntarily Mitra's gaze returned to her dress. All the cares 
of life seemed to have left their marks on that apparel. It was 
smeared all over with a strange mixture of black and yellow. Her 
second daughter Tuni had a perpetual running nose. Because of 
that the pallav of Mitra's sari was always soaked with mucus. When 
she returned home after playing ball she woutd wash her hands 
and feet and then look for her mother's pallav. If she was offered a 
towel she would throw it away. Why should Tuni wipe her nose on 
her pallav ? Mitra would be silent. And it was a matter of routine 
that her sari should be drenched in the urine of the youngest 
daughter every morning. Finally her husband -~ Under Secretary, 
Prashant Misra needed that endless pal/av of his wife's sari three 
times a day after taking his meals and tiffin. 

Mitra would be sometimes annoyed, sometimes amused. 
Prashant would only display one of his placid smites on such 
occasions and merely say " The pall/av of your san is very soothing, 
Mitra." Mitra would be at a loss for words. 

Her thought process had been interrupted. Picking up the 
thread Mitra reverted to the occurrence in the morning. There was 
an unexpected meeting with Binay. Binay - the friend who was 
connected with many memories of Mitra. He had merely uttered 
her name two three times - and looked long at the mirror. In a 
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moment he could realise that the woman whose image was reflected 
in the mirror was the forty year old mother of four children; not 
Mitra in her prime which was already past - not the blooming 
adolescent Sanghamitra ! These days nobody addresses Mitra as 
Sanghamitra. Mother or Mitra is what she hears most of the time. 
Outside the house she is Mrs. Misra. Letters come addressed to 
her as Mrs. P. Misra. 

The individuality of Sanghamitra had been lost in Mrs. Misra. 

Perhaps only because of that Binay calling her Sanghamitra 
had administered a shock to her mind. There was something special 
in it which could be clearly felt but could not be explained in words 
to others. That was Binay's own name for her and meant only for 
Sanghanmitra. After nearly twenty-five years Binay had addressed 
Mitra as Sanghamitra - and Mitra had responded. 

She sat down on the cushioned stool before the dressing 
table. She was having a splitting headache. Why did she have to 
recall atl these irrelevant matters after twenty-five years ? All this 
turmoil had been created by inviting that Binay. God ! Why did she 
ask him to come ? 

It was not that she had not seen Binay during the last twenty- 
five years. Binay was a friend of Prashant. He had come to her 
house occasionally - sometimes on some work and some times 
casually. He would have tea and snacks, chat for some time and 
depart. Prashant would be eloquent in his praise of Binay and Mitra 
had marked with surprise that Binay's refinement, humility and other 
virtues would increase a hundred times in the presence of Prashant. 
But there had been no such transformation in Mitra in Binay's 
presence. Her daily routine never varied. 

What could she tell Binay that day? He would definitely ask 
her why she had sent for him. Mitra was searching in her own mind 
to find out if something lurked in some corner which she had done 
repeatedly during the last twenty-five years, asking herself whether 
she had discarded whatever was unnecessary as mere trash. In 
the name of family, society, discipline and morality the rising tides 
of the mind had been firmly pushed down with great detachment. 
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She was not silly, she was not wayward, she was not selfish. She 
was praised by others and considered herself praiseworthy. 

That day Manimala was the subject of discussion in their 
circle of friends. Manimala was leading a normal life with husband 
and children. But how strange ! She had gone away somewhere 
deserting her handsome noble husband. She had become 
infatuated with Pabitra and was living with him. Her children were 
grown up. They could see and understand everything. She would 
have fallen in the eyes of her own children. Mitra had shuddered 
with contempt when she .heard the story. Watching her sharp 
reaction the other ladies had become silent, gripped by 
unaccountable suspicion and embarrassment. And then her face 
had assumed such an air of gravity that none of them dared to say 
anything more on the subject before her. 

Only Shankar had differed with her and said, " Then, Mrs. 
Misra, you consider it a great thing to suppress one's impulses and 
deceive oneself ?" 

Mitra was taken aback but only for a moment. Then hardening 
herself as best as she could she replied, " Not to contro! the impulses 
of the mind is unbecoming of a human being, Mr. Das. The world 
does not get carried away in the current of emotions. It is hedged in 
by restraint. So the day man becomes a ilaw to himself and starts 
breaking the essential! norms of society he goes back to the age of 
barbarians. At that time family, social life and manners wilt all be 
wiped out." 

That day Prashant had extolled her views in glowing terms. 
And he had said...... What did he say ? The recollection of what he 
had said covered her face all over with blushes. “ You are reatly 
exceptional, Mitra. Getting you is indeed a glory for me." 

Mitra overwhetmed by this praise had looked down bashfully 
like a gird. 

Why did such an evi! design enter the head of that very Mitra 
today-? Prasant must be knowing all about Binay for certain but 
during the long period of twenty-five years he had never raised that 
topic even once before Mitra. He used to go about his daily affairs 
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quietly and cheerfully. To get unnecessarily excited or become 
unreasonably suspicious was foreign to his nature. Mitra used to 
get vexed at his apathy. On occasions when worn out with the 
cares of life she would be pining for a word of sympathy, Prashant 
would get immersed in his work after talking to her about the most 
essential matters. It was as if some one had decreed that leisure 
and excitement were taboos in the life of Prashant. 

But Prashant did not know that Mitra's heart was brimming 
over with the vitality of life. All her complaints and pique would be 
suppressed at the sight of his smiling face without being expressed. 
That Prashant was extraordinarily blameless. Mitra had felt many 
times that if only she could detect some ordinary shortcomings in 
his behaviour, then she could have got some relief by highlighting 
her grievances. But alas ! That was not to be. 

Mitra's eyes were fixed on the mirror but her look was directed 
inwards. Why did she wish to drag Binay into her own world peaceful 
and beautiful beyond imagination ? This question was surfacing in 
her mind again and again in different forms but she was not able to 
find any satisfactory answer to it till then. Did she still have a 
weakness for Binay in spite of all her care and heart-searching ? 
No, shrieked out Mitra. That was out of question. She had never 
sought Binay's help in anything - within the house or outside. Even 
if help was offered she would have rejected it. 

What then ? 


The darkness of the cool evening had gradually become 
dense. In the mirror Mitra's face had become invisible. Everything 
in the house looked hazy. Till then nobody had entered the room. If 
somebody had come that person would probably have been 
surprised at the sight of Mitra sitting there like that. The children 
had started their studies under the tuition master. Only sounds were 
heard from that side. The light of the table lamp in Prashant's office 
room was visible behind the curtain, Prashant must be sitting there 
behind heaps of files with his cheek resting on one hand and the 
pen in the other. When it was 10 o'clock at night, the children would 
go to bed after taking their dinner. Prashant would come out of the 
office room:with heavy feet. He would take off his pants and shirts, 
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change in to a /ungi and come and stand beside Mitra. Then he 
would ask with childlike simplicity. “ Are you not going to give me 
dinner today, Mitra ?" She would fetch two plates of plain of simple 
fare and place them on the table. They would start eating together 
facing each other. After a casual remark or two Prashant would 
again be lost in his fanciful world. Mitra would be the first to get up 
unable to stand the unbearable silence. This was their daily routine. 

Suddenly Mitra felt a strong urge to rush to Prashant, rudely 
shake him by the shoulders and demand. " Why are you so silent, 
Prashant ? To enhance the prestige of a mere name ?" And then 
say, making the surprised and speechless Prashant look foolish. 
" To escape from your silence 1! have invited talkative Binay to come 
here today. How do you like it ?" 

So late; yet Sanghamitra could not pin point the reason for 
inviting Binay. He was really talkative; it would be no exaggeration 
to say he was eloquent. Only he could rouse the dormant part of 
Mitra's life. But would Binay understand that ? Would it make him 
happy ? What would he think ? He might think that she had a 
weakness for him. He might even think that Mitra was not happy in 
her present life - that she loved him - craved for his love. 

She could not think further. She was feeling heavy in the 
head. Mitra was condemning herself. Why did she act on an 
impulse ? Suppose Prashant misunderstood her. But did he have 
the right to misunderstood ? Did he try to find out what Mitra's heart 
yearmed for ? Did one need only food, clothes and medicines in 
life ? No; she would find a solution today making all people realise 
their mistakes. 

Mitra got up and switched on the light. In the glare of the bar 
light her eye was first caught by two enlarged coloured photographs 
of Prashant and herself on the wall. He was in the prime of his 
youth, now past twenty-five years. On his lips was the same placid, 
charming smile and his eyes were bright with the rare light of 
intelligence. How handsome he was ! The resolution taken a 
moment ago was gradually ebbing out. Once again she steeled 
herself. She changed her dress, spruced herself up and entered 
his office room. 
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There was nobody etse in the room. Prashant had probably 
finished his file work and was idly reclining on a fat English book. 
He was not aware of her entry. On receiving a soft pat on the 
shoulder he suddenly looked up to see Mitra standing by his side. 
Prashant was somewhat surprised. Then his face lit up. Mitra silently 
noted his unusual excitement. 

Slowly sitting upright in the chair Prashant threw his arms 
around Mitra's waist and drew her to him. Mitra's whole body was 
thrilled. Prashant quened in an excited tone, " How come you barged 
into this room al! of a sudden ? Did you lose the way ?" 

Mitra simply stared in surprise. She completely forgot what 
she had come to tell him. "What do you mean?” Was all she could 
say. 

Forcibly seating her on the table before him Prashant said. 
" What I mean is quite simple. She who could not spare a little 
attention for her unfortunate husband in her preoccupations with 
children and friends has suddenly remembered him. Is it not a matter 
of surprise ?" His voice had changed. Placing his own hand on 
Mitra's, Prasant continued in a voice choked with emotion. "Really, 
Mitu, on several days while dozing off in the midst of heaps of files 
| had wondered if you would come in on some pretext, place your 
lovely face on my shoulder standing behind and ask me what - | do 
not know."”. Prasant became silent but from his fascinating eyes 
flowed the endless cascade of eloquence. 

Mitra was lost in a magical illusion. What is this ? Here was 
a new face of Prashant of which she had not got even a glimpse 
during the last twenty-five years. Then was he also pining for the 
day when she would cause a ripple in his life ? After a long time 
overcoming. her obsession with self and looking down like a guilty 
person, Mitra said." { have asked Binay to come this evening." 

Prashant laughed heartily. Taking Mitra's face in his cupped 
hands, he said. "Then there will be a good dinner today. A grand 
day of celebration." 

Just then someone parted the pretty curtains of the office 
room. I 

Oo0 
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The House of Cards 


A strange development had taken plea in Pratima's life. The 
surroundings in which she had grown up since childhood in the 
midst of a few people and the quiet placid life she had unconsciously 
visualised for the future had al! been upset and turned topsy-turvy 
in a strange unexpected manner. Till then she had considered her 
life respectable and that impression was being wiped out from her 
mind. And she was being dragged into something which she had 
always hated and still continued to hate. 

With unbearable vexation Pratima went and stood near the 
radio. From the Cuttack Station was being broadcast the women's 
forum programme. Some nameless Gram Sevika delivering a 
speech about the success of the development programme. All 
people were such an uninteresting lot- has all romanticism vanished 
from their lives ? Intolerant, Pratima was about to switch off the 
radio. But just then the speech came to an end. What was to follow 
would surely be a duet or the sweet melody of a singer from another 
state. Actually a female voice was heard not to sing but to read out 
the news- " The central government has approved a scheme for 
the uplift and rehabilitation of fallen women." Pratima switched off 
the radio. 

From the kitchen was heard the clatter of crockery. 

The cook must have started preparing the afternoon tea. 
But that day Pratima had no desire for tea. She rather felt like going 
out and visit some house. After instructing the cook to postpone 
the preparation of tea Pratima ascended the stairs slowly. 

It had become a problem to select a sari for going out. To 
stay in’ that town she would have to add some Kanjeevaram and 
Kashmir silk saries to her wardrobe. All her saris had become old 
fashioned. The sari called "sunset" which Mrs. Singh was wearing 
when she came one evening had been in perfect harmony with the 
time and her beautiful ear-rings had vividly set it off. But it was no 


OE ee a OE TP 
The Triangle and: Other Selected Stories of Nandini Satpathy HN 11 


Digitized by PPRACHIN, SOA 


longer possible for Pratima to buy costly saris after she sent her 
son to DehraDoon. Saries and frocks were also required for her 
three daughters. The eldest had many demands. On top of that 
she had started beauty treatment. 

Pratima started taking out the saris from the box. If there 
was a good sari there was no blouse to match. If there was a good 
blouse for a good sari there was no jewellery to match them. Her 
shoes had also become old. Some of her friends had started 
sporting Hawai slippers. Laughable attempts to cover up poverty 
by mixing together aristocracy and modernity. 

Suddenly Pratima was started. The reflection of an unwanted 
visitor was visible in the large - sized mirror.. 

Excuse me; | seem to have created disturbance by coming 
at an awkward moment," so saying Sharmila Devi entered with a 
smiling face. 

In fact Pratima was quite annoyed. She was very angry with 
the cook and servant who let in everybody without first informing 
her. In spite of repeated instructions they were undisciplined and 
disobedient. How disciplined they were under the rule of the master 
of house . Never used to allow anybody to come inside the house 
without bringing the visiting card and taking permission. Without 
giving vent to her thoughts Pratima said with great restraint. " No; 
no, where is the question of any disturbance ? I was getting terribly 
bored sitting all by myself for the whole afternoon. Now at least | 
can chat with you for some time." Placing a chair for Sharmila she 
sat down by her side. 

It was Pratima who broke the ice." Tell me, what is the news ? 
How are you getting on with your work ?" 

Sharmila Devi was somewhat hesitant. Then she said. 
" | have come to talk about it only. The annual function of the Mahila 
Mandal ...". 

Pratima interrupted her, saying. " For that donations are a 
must. But you know, Sharmila Devi, we are tired of giving donations. 
For everything there is donation. Expectations are entertained from 
us for everything from giving donations to arranging felicitations of 
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Ministers, as if we are hoarding money by plucking it from some 
tree.” 

Sharmila laughed unaffected and said." People approach 
you because you have money. If you did not have it or if all were 
like you, would anybody ask you to donate ?" 

"What have we got ?" Pratima raised her voice to a high 
pitch. " No land or houses; with salaried income four children have 
to be educated and that too in Public School, Convent or Stewart 
School which is no joke ! And then employing the cook, servant, 
mali and driver casts a thousand rupees." 

Sharmila was about to burst out laughing. What a wonderful 
list of essential expenses ! As if people in this country cannot live 
without them or children cannot study. Controlling herself with great 
difficulty she said. "Do not get angry, Pratima Devi. What you say 
reminds me of the regime of the Mughal emperor who on being 
told that there was famine in the kingdom had asked in surprise, 
‘What ? Are not the people getting even a handful of sweetened 
rice to eat ?" | 

But Pratima could not help expressing her displeasure. " That 
will do. { do not want to listen to your lecture. | can donate a rupee. 
Take it if you want". 

Sharmila once again laughed heartily." | have not come for 
any donation. I had come to invite you to participate in our annual 
meeting.” 

Pratima was silenced. It was as if water had been poured 
on fire. She shuddered staring at the hand holding out the invitation 
card. Somehow she did not have the courage to take it. 

"What is the venue of the meeting ? Probably the Kalyan 
Seva Mandir," Pratima enquired speaking with great difficulty. 

"No," Sharmila said smiling. "All meetings are held there. 
But it would be quite inconvenient for women to reach there passing 
through the lanes and by-lanes of the city. It is far off and their 
people will not let them to go there." 

“Then which other place is there ?" Pratima was surprised 
beyond measure. 
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"There is a place- of course you people will be put to a lot of 
inconvenience. The women of Fakirpur have constructed an open 
air auditorium in their colony. It has a good stage and they have 
covered it with a thatched roof. All their meetings are held there." 

"That is fine. Like others my husband too does not allow me 
to go any where except Raj Bhawan and Kalyan Seva Mandir. But 
you must have invited some people from outside. Can they cover 
the bad road .to Fakirpur ?" 

“Yes, you are right. Once they see the condition of that road 
they will come to know how much work has been done by women 
even in that place. Thereafter they ...” 

"Thereafter they will construct the road. That is what is 
expected. Is it not 2", Pratima said with a scornful smile. 

But Sharmila got the better of her by saying with a lofty smile 
" The Municipality will construct the road," 

Pratima did not wish to prolong the confrontation. Sharmila 
too placed the invitation card on the table, took leave of her and 
went down. 

The invitation remained on the table unopened. Pratima 
quietly sat down on the bed. All around her there .was some 
commotion. From downstairs was heard the call. "Mummy, 
Mummy!" 

Her second daughter Arati had returned from College and 
was coming up. Though she had taken admission in college she 
had not yet got over her childishness. Depression left Pratima's 
mind. This daughter of hers was beautiful and good at her studies. 
One should be proud of such a girl. 


Arati came and stood before her. An enormous badge of 
white khanddar was pinned to her nylon frock. Pratima again felt 
worried and she said." Well, what is it now ?" 

Taking off the frock Arati said. "Keep this frock, this won't 
do. | want a frock of white khaddar | have become the chief 
volunteer in the annual function of the Mahila Mandal." 

“Who made you the chief volunteer ?" 
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“On ! Don't you know ? Indira Gandhi is coming to attend it. 
Sharmila Aunty had come to our college today." Arati said in a voice 
full of enthusiasm. 


"Sharmila Aunty ! Is she the sister of your father or mother ?", 
Pratima shouted in anger. 

Arati stared at her mother unable to understand the reason 
behind this angry outburst. Then she said hesitantly " Why are you 
angry with Sharmila Aunty, mummy ? She is really a very good 
woman." 

Pratima looked at her daughter's face. Everybody used to 
praise her as a very gentle, modest and well behaved girl. Even if 
she was scolded many times she would not utter a word. But today 
she does not care for Pratima's anger. The iast rays of the sum 
falling on Artists face had given it an unusual radiance. A new face 
of her daughter had been revealed to Pratima. 

Arati's words interrupted her thoughts' 

You will get me the dress, mummy ? ~ 

"Well, who is allowing you to mix with that Sharmila ?” asked 
Pratima as if she had not heard what Arati said . 

Arati burst out laughing. " Who is supposed to give 
permission, mummy ? We have done a lot of social work by 
accompanying her to the slums." 

"Rubbish ! Without teaching in the college they are sending 
students for such work," Pratima let herself go.” In our time such 
women were never allowed to enter the college. What are these 
people upto involving students in their activities ! These days there 
is pandemonium in all schools and colleges." 

Arati listened in silence. Though she could not fully 
understand what she heard she did not give up and said. " The 
leaders are saying that if the students are not involved in everything 
the nation cannot be built." 


Pratima burst out again. "Yes, yes, How well you have learnt 
to talk." 


Arati went down with bowed head. 
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Later in the evening Pratima went to her daughter's study 
room and saw that Arati was reading the newspaper with great 
concentration. She was so immersed in it that she did not notice 
her mother coming in. Standing behind her silently Pratima leaned 
forward and tried to read what was in the paper. “Social work will 
be compulsory in Universities hereafter." 

God ! What a terrible conspiracy by all ! Pratima left the place 
feeling quite indignant. 


ooo 
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Dust Bin 


The conversation started like this. 


"All this has originated in your time. In our time girls used to 
work hard and had to suffer a lot. But were not ill-mannered like 
this." 

It was a cloudy morning. The time was quite congenial for 
sitting down leisurely and let the thoughts wander. A book had been ' 
kept within reach to be pressed into use if necessary. Hence this 
unwanted discussion was not to my liking. Still 1 had to reply to her 
with restraint. Though she is not a respectable elder for me | have 
to accept that she was older to me in age. 


" | cannot understand the reason behind your unwarranted 
attack. Who has done what ?" 


If what she said in reply to my short question were to be re-- 
produced in her own words neither you will be able to read it nor 
will the editor publish this writing. So | am presenting if after making 
it decent and readable as far as possible. 


"Oh ! Is it anything unusual ? All the girls | have seen from 
top to bottom are the same. Whether highly educated or a little 
educated makes no difference. Nurses, Grama Sevikas, and 
midwives act and behave just like doctors, professors and school 
teachers." 


Her introduction as above was getting too much for my 
patience. To top it she asked for a pan. ! did not have the 
wherewithal to make it. Finding no way out { sent my only helper in 
the house who was busy in his work to the shop with a ten-paise 
coin and said " Why don't you say what is wrong with all of them 2?" 


“ Is it only one fault that 1 can dispose it of in a few words ? 
They are like the date paims - rotten from the very root. Take the 
case of the gir! who was staying near our house. She has nobody 
except a widowed mother. She obstinately wanted to study. Her 
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mother was saving money to get her married by working in ditterent 
houses. But the girl was not agreeable to that . She wanted to work 
and become a nurse - for that the government was giving stipend. 
Having passed the examination she has started working . She has 
taken her mother from here and kept her with her. The mother will 
cook and take care of the house so that the daughter can work..." 
Her lips were contorted with a sneer when she finished this narration. 


| became intolerant and said " | fail to understand what is the 
harm in it ." 


" No harm but a fat lot of good ! A grown-up girl mixing with 
young men day and night, laughing and talking - cutting jokes with 
them and having fun every minute . Her mother used to do some 
odd jobs for us. Now it has become a problem to get a maid- 
servant.” 


So the cat was out of the bag. The lady is worried because 
she cannot get a servant and so her anger is on the poor nurse. | 
said innocently as if | did not understand her real motive. 


"Listen, when girls have to go out to work they. have to mix 
with people and talk pleasantly with them. Can they go about with 
frowning faces ? When you people used to go out you too must 
have mingled with some people and heard many things. Whenever 
somebody does something new it will cause some inconvenience. 
One can always put up with it if one wants to." 


This did sting her. She said. "Oh ! I find it strange. There is 
that Surama. She is more than forty years old. She has several 
younger brothers and sisters. Her father is laid up with paralysis 
and the poor mother has become old. She had got a job and was 
maintaining all of them. Now at this age she wants to get married. 
It seems that man had been waiting for her all these years. Why 
don't these shameless creatures die ? The more they study the 
more selfish they become." 


Iwas greatly amused. The nurse was being blamed because 
she did not marry and Surama's sin was that she wanted to 
marry ! Strange logic. | said. “Madam, is sacrifice supposed to one 
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one-sided ? Surama has sacrificed so much for her brothers and 
sisters. Now it is their turn to sacrifice something for her.” 


She was not one to accept defeat. So she said. "Gagan was 
saying that a girl from the college here had gone to dance at 
Rourkela. There are some people who have ruined this country in 
the name of art. When such grown-up girls sing and dance before 
thousands of people without shame or modesty are they left with 
any respectability ?" 

The lady had three sons. Before her sons marry she would 
search out girls visiting schools and colleges. It was not enough if 
the girl was endowed with only beauty; she must also be able to 
sing and dance well. 1 knew that these were her expectations. So! 
said. "One cannot get a good match for a girl these days without 
her learning dance and music. What can the poor parents do ? | 
do not agree with what you say about prestige and respectability. 
For those who have not learnt self-discipline the home and the 
world outside are the same. Would they become good and decent 
if they are confined to the house ?" 


|! observed her face-she was getting restless. She was 
intelligent and educated but cannot tolerate the prosperity of others. 
She could not be happy without a daily dose of criticism of the 
daughters and daughter-in-law of other people. Quite unexpectedly 
| had been forced to participate in her discussion that day. She was 
involved in the meetings of all organisations and committees. Yet 
she would level allegations against everybody. She was ever ready 
with convincing stories about the president of some organisation 
misappropriating its funds, some one taking a lot of money in the 
name of tours and yet another adopting unethical methods to grab 
power. There might be some truth in some of these stories but 
most of them are false. The people before whom she would air 
these tales could understand the situation but would keep mum. 


I too did not wish to prolong the discussion that day. It had 
also started raining heavily. My son was in the moming shift of his 
school-he returned drenched in the rain. Asking him to take off his 
shirt { brought a towel to scrub and dry his head. The lady burst out. 
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"Is he a small child to be pampered like this ? Such a grown-up 
child cannot look after himself-the mother has to come running to 
dry his head !" 


Hearing this the child stood frozen as if he had been turned 
to wood. He neither came to me nor dried his head himself. Just 
then his father sitting in an adjacent room said in a rather loud 
voice. "Jhulu my boy, ask your mother to send me a cup of tea.” 
The lady started off again. "What ! When it rains Babu cannot do 
without tea ! You women have thoroughly pampered and spoilt these 
men. They will not allow us to sit and relax for a while. Only demands 
one afte r another. Does anyone let you sit pretty and fetch you tea 
and pan ?" 

She had hardly finished speaking and my patience was 
almost exhausted when he straight came out of his room and stood 
before her, saying. 


"Madam, couldn't you get any other house to create 
havoc ? Has it fallen to my lot ? For half an hour | have been 
listening. The whole world is rotten. Only you are above all that !" 


Without waiting to hear anything more She got up indignantly 
and left. Watching her depart my husband said. "Blessed are you, 
dust bin." 


Oo0 
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The Winning Side 


The two houses were adjacent; rather it could be said they 
were two rooms of the same building. Both had the same courtyard 
and a common Jatrine and two smal! adjoining kitchens. The two 
occupants had taken them on rent from the same owner. 

They were two families-each consisting of a couple making 
a total of four. How could there be so much disagreement ? Shankar 
used to reflect and the more he reflected the more perplexed he 
became. How long could it go on ? He was just a clerk with a pay of 
eighty-five rupees per month. He had gone round the. whole of 
Cuttack town in search of a house and located that with great 
difficulty. It had only one hall but the rent was as high as forty rupees. 
How could a man with an income of eighty-five spend forty on 
rent ? When Sharkar was in that dilemma his friend Robert came 
forward to help him. 

"We shall stay together in that house and share the rent 
fifty-fifty. What do you say ?" He had said. That day Shankar had 
been overcome with joy at those optimistic and courageous words 
of Robert. Hope had driven out his despair. 

"Is it necessary to ask me this ? Tomorrow is the first of the 
month. Move in with your bag and baggage." 

Robert moved in and with him came Mary. That single hail 
was specious enough to accommodate that small group. Within 
two hours Mary's deft hands had completely transformed the house. 
Without waiting for 'Susheela she cleaned up the entire house and 
courtyard. 

Sharkar said fearfully and hesitantly. "Susheela, why don't 
you help her a little ? The poor girl is doing everything single-handed. 
After all, we will also be using this room.” 

This much was enough to make Susheela flare up. “Oh ! So 
much sympathy ! The tribal woman is not supposed to work and | 
should slog ! If this is what you feel on merely setting eyes on the 
woman what will you be if we stay here 2?" 
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Shankar covered up her mouth. He had an inkling of the 
impending storm even then. He did not have the courage to say 
anything more. He was weighed down by shame and vexation. 

What Susheela had said was true-Mary and Robert were 
tribals. The missionary had converted them to Christianity and given 
them education. Their names were changed and they had virtually 
taken a new birth. But could the non-tribal Susheela be compared 
with Mary ? Shankar had noticed that Mary's efficiency and taste 
were excellent. 

Mary was quite uninhibited in her behaviour. She was the 
daughter of the mountains and forests. Her childhood had been 
spent freely roaming about under the open sky. Now she was 
hedged in by the complexities of city life. Still she had not given up 
her old habits. Even in her dreams she could not have thought of 
shyly covering her head before others. But not to talk to people 
was bad manners in her opinion. She attended to all the work in 
the house and her husband's needs with the pallav of her sari pulled 
tightly around her waist. Sarkar was impressed by her alert face 
and active hands. There was no trace of fatigue or wearness in 
them as if she were still a wayward girl endowed with perennial 
youth. 

Susheela misunderstood Shankar."Why are you staring at 
her in this shameless manner ?" "She said in a shrill voice "if you 
go on like this | shall leave this house today itself." 

"What did you say, Susheela ? Is it a sin for one human being 
to look at another ? Why are you creating all this fuss 
unnecessarily ? This reply of Shankar, far from pacifying Susheela, 
angered her even more. "Enough of your holier than thou attitude", 
she shrieked. "Do not deliver lecturers to me on sin and virtue. You 
had better go in and sit quietly." 

What more could Shankar say ? It was better to keep quiet. 
Susheela had put him to great shame. He would feel much annoyed 
but would not be able to say anything for he knew that the moment 
he said something Susheela would create a big scene with her 
obscene, pointed untterances. Robert and Marry would understand 
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what she meant and the situation would get out of control. God ! 
How ashamed he would be then ! 

But one day Susheela did put him to great shame. Shankar 
had been down with fever for two days. Marry had come to his 
room to enquire about his condition and had placed her hand on 
his forehead to assess his temperature. Barging into the room like 
a hurricane Susheela stopped at the threshold and shouted. 

"Good ! What a clever game you have been playing ! The 
cat which drinks milk with its eyes closed is sure to be caught in the 
act some day or other. For this you were lecturing to me about sin 
and virtue ! And this creature in spite of being a woman has given 
a complete go-by to shame and modesty. Your husband is sitting 
at home- why are you running to this place to share my man with 
me ?" The whole street reverberated with Susheela's shrieks. 

Shankar could not stand it any further. The high fever coupled 
with the embarrassment to which he had been subjected, rendered 
him heedless of consequences. He sprang to his feet and struck 
Susheela on the cheek. " | say, stop it, Susheela," he shouted. 
Trembling he fell back on the cot. With bowed head Marry walked 
out of the room slowly. 

Still Susheela was not silenced. She raised her voice to a 
higher pitch. “ How dare you hit me ? You are flirting and making 
merry with that woman and if { protest, | am beaten ! | shall jump 
into the well and die today. { cannot bear this any longer." 

Having shrieked and shouted, she started wailing. Half the 
population in the neighbourhood had gathered in the court-yard 
and were talking and tittering. A slum-dweller of Cuttack said “Let 
us go. It is flirtation within a house. Why should we butt in ?" 

“it is not desirable these days to let out houses to people 
who claim they are gentlemen," declared another. 

Shankar felt like striking each one of them on the head with 
a heavy rod and break the skull into two. Gnashing his teeth he 
came out and said with folded hands. 

"Please go, all of you. There is no need to stand here. These 
are petty domestic quarrels". Shankar went in but Susheela was 
still sitting on the verandah and weeping. 


arr 
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As the people started leaving one of them remarked. "Why 
does this domestic quarrel shake up the entire colony ?" 

Mary closed the door and went inside. She could not make 
out what mistake she had committed. Still she felt ashamed that 
because of her the husband and wife were quarrelling. Robert would 
be back from the Office any moment. There was no time to pause 
and ponder. She got busy in preparing the tiffin. 

X X xX X X 


Returning home from the office one day Shankar saw that a 
large quantity of cakes and sweets had come from Susheela's 
house. “This is too much for us, Susheela. Distribute some at the 
houses of Mary and others.” 

This was enough to make Susheela flare up. "What ? Why 
should | give anything to that beggar ? Let my things rot; | shall 
throw them in the dust bin.” 

Shankar said in whispers. “Shame, Susheela ! Haven't you 
seen in your village that if something good arrives at the house of 
somebody he shares it with all his neighbours and gets pleasure 
out of it ? That is our culture.” 

Susheela did not understand culture- in her opinion it was 
rubbish. She had only one obession- that Mary had her eye on her 
husband. So she was keeping her under close surveillance. 

Shankar tried to reason with her.” You see, Susheela, we 
are alone in this place. Further you are now in a delicate condition. 
To whom will you turn for help if something happens ? One has to 
be on good terms with one's neighbours." 

* What sort of a neighbour is she that I should rush to her for 
help when | am faced with danger ?"” Susheela cried and Shankar 
was silenced. 

Time passed. Shankar had given up ali hope of reforming 
Susheela. Life at home was getting intolerable for him. After retuming 
from the office Robert would play " tiger and goat " with Mary. 
Shankar could hear their laughter and cries of delight. He would look 
at Susheela. She would be reclining on the cot with her mouth 
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stuffed with pan. "Would you play, Susheela ?" he would say 
invitingly. & 

"What ? Are you so effeminate that watching Mary has made 
you eager to play tiger and goat ?"“ Susheela would push him back 
with a motion of her hand. Shankar would leave the house, roam 
about the market aimlessly and return home by 11 pm. 

It was 2 O'clock in the night. Susheela was in labour. Shankar 
was at his wit's end. He did not know whom to approach. And who 
would come at that odd hour and who would be with Susheela if he 
left the house ? He went and woke up Mary and told her everything. 
She came at once, saying "You go and get the midwife. | shall stay 
with Susheela." 

Shankar went out. Susheela was unable to talk. But Mary 
sat by her side stroking her hands and feet. Every now and then 
the pangs of labour would intensify and Susheela would yell with 
pain. Shankar was not yet back. 

Returning after two hours with the midwife Shankar stopped 
at the entrance, rooted to the ground. Mary held a baby boy in her 
hands. 

"Here is your son, Shankar Babu. Take him. Otherwise 
Susheela will be angry and abuse you." Shankar followed Mary 
into the house. Susheela was lying on the cot, smiling. Placing the 
baby by her side Mary was-about to leave. But Susheela held her 
fast by the Pallav of her sari and told Shankar. "Nice man you are ! 
If sister Mary had not been here ! might have died today." 

Shankar looked at Mary and then at Susheela. Then he said 
slowly. "So, Susheela, your sisterMary has won after all 1!" 


Ooo 
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The Contrast 


1 did not know when | had gone to sleep with my head buried 
in the loosely piled-up books. The room had become totally dark. 
From the sky the darkness of the new moon was pouring into the 
house through the holes in the thatched roof. A strange smell 
emanated from the dust which had gathered on the heaps of books. 
Once again the eye lids were beginning to droop with the exhaustion 
of the day. Within the mind was a dreamy sentiment. | seemed to 
have lost the strength to get up and light the lamp. | again leaned 
my head on my hands. 

{ heard a gentle tap on the door. Probably | was first roused 
from my sleep by such a sound. Who could it be at such time ? 

Feeling a little irritated, | searched for a candle all over the 
table, found one and iit it. 

Opening the door, | was astonished at what | saw. | had 
never thought of such an unexpected meeting with her. She did 
namaskar to me. Though older to me in age, she used to address 
me as Nani and respect me as such. | invited her to come into the 
room. Casting a look all around the room in that dim light, she 
squatted on the floor outside. 

Il said, "Why do you sit there; get up and come in", But she 
continued to sit where she was. 

We kept gazing at each other as if in a trance. 

Some time passed like that. 

She was the first to break the silence. "Nani, wouldn't you let 
me stay with you ? After all | am used to staying with you.” 

"Subli", | called her gently, She looked up at me. She had 
changed to some extent after five years. Age had left its deep 
marks below her eyes. The skin on the face had become more 
rough. In place of the coarse sari, printed with cris-cross lines worn 


in jail, she was wearing a Santhali sari. Her black strong feet were 
visible below the sari. 
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This was Subli whom ! had met for the first time in the jail. | 
was a prisoner charged with treason. Jail life far away from all the 
love, affection and enthusiasm of the outside world was so lonely, 
sO miserable. | was alone in ward No.11 with two lady warders 
keeping vigil by turns. 

From dawn to dusk there was plenty of time hanging heavily 
on the hands even after reading and attending to the daily routine. 
Then came night. How terrible it was, as if it would never end. 

Sometimes if | was in a mood to talk, | would chat with the 
lady warder Malati. She had been there for along time. She used 
to say that she had seen many lady party workers in that jail during 
the Congress movement. They had got many jobs done through 
her, sent many messages through her and she used to get them 
news from outside. They had given her many hopes-that when 
they came to power they would raise her salary, put her in an 
important position, give her a good dwelling house. They were now 
important people; the rulers of the country. But she remained what 
she was. After her husband's death, she was hard put to bring up 
five children on a meagre salary of forty rupees. Who cared about 
her ? She used to talk many such things. 

From her only | heard the story of Subli- a Santhal girl from 
Keonjhar, She had been in that jail for eight years having been 
convicted for murder. She was in the ward next to mine; very well- 
behaved and very hard-working. In one hour she would grind ten 
measures of wheat into flour. Others would be afraid to turn around 
the wheat in the grinding stone to the fall of the pissal, once she 
placed her foot on it. Malati was full of praise for her. | had a great 
desire to see Subli. ! expressed my wish to Malati. 

Subli came, not alone but with a dozen fellow prisoners, not 
on my invitation but as ordered by the jail authorities. The number 
of political prisoners was on the increase and a separate ward was 
required for them. So it was decided to lodge those female prisoners 
with me. 

I too was happy. | was introduced to Subli. She was a young 
woman aged about twenty-five or twenty-six. But eight years of jail 
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life had aged her and made her look ten years oider. She had a 
rough but strong body. Her face was always cheerful and smiling. 

One day | asked her. "Subli, why did you come to the jail.” 

| saw that her face had suddenly fost its cheerfulness. She 
put her face in her cupped hands and said “No, | will not tell you. 
You will hate me if you heard it". 

| was amused, was she so much concerned about my liking 
and disliking her ? 

t said, "No, why should | hate you ? Tell me". 

“My house was in a village in Keonjhar", began Subli. "About 
ten years back | [eft behind the playful, care-free life in my father's 
house and came to the house of my in-laws. Working non-stop for 
the whole day used {to break my back. In the afternoon, | would 
fetch the wood | had cut from the forest and give it to my mother-in- 
law. She would take it to the hat to sell. My husband used to work in 
the field. | too used to go with him occasionally to water the field 
and remove the weeds. My mother-in-law was a very hot-tempered 
woman. However hard | worked she would not be satisfied. We 
could not get rice to eat every day. When there was no rice we 
used to drink the stew of boiled roots or the water in which cooked 
rice had been soaked the previous day. 

“That day 1 was splitting wood for fuel. The old woman 
returned from the hat and asked for food. There was nothing in the 
house. "| can cook rice only after you get it from the hat", "I said 
and started spiltting wood again. That day | had not taken even a 
morsel of food. But without paying heed to anything, the old woman 
picked up a thick stick and went on beating me. My head was 
spinning and everything around me went dark. To save my own life 
I snatched the stick from the old woman and brought it down on 
her head with all the strength | could muster. She fell down with a 
cry. 

I was also losing consciousness. 

When | regained consciousness, 1! found a pool of blood in 
‘the courtyard. The old woman was not to be seen and there was 
tense silence in the house. | was surrounded by a dozen people-all 
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sitting silently. After a little while | could understood what had 
happened. | started wailing loudly. Alas ! What had | done ? 1 had 
Just hit her in a fit of passion but I did not get the time to weep. Two 
policemen handcuffed me and dragged me away through the village 
road. Weeping ! beseeched them many times to spare me. My 
husband too ran after them and implored them not to.take me. 

They paid no heed to our appeals. | was brought to Keonjhar 
jail. Twice 1! escaped but | was caught and brought back. Later | 
was transferred to this jail. | came to know that ! had been expelled 
from our community and my husband had taken another wife. When 
| am released from this jail, | will go with Loka to his house. He has 
said he would take me. 

"Which Loka, Subli ? The man who brings medicines for 
us ?", | asked her. 

" Yes, nani. That Loka will be my bridegroom. He gets me 
things like sweet-smelling soap, oil, bread, bananas and sugar. He 
too will complete his term in four years". 

| was surprised to hear this. How easily are such people 
duped. A piece of soap or a litte sugar and they are gained over in 
no time. 

After that | noticed that whenever Loka came he would cal! 
Subli and put something in her hand. Subli would run away laughing 
to her cell. 

At sunset the gong would be sounded for locking up the 
cells. Thereafter the prisoners were confined to the cells till next 
morning. All the prisoners in my ward would sit in prayerful posture 
before the photo of Gandhi which was fixed on the wall and chant 
"Raghupati Raghava....." etc. The jail authorities had issued orders 
that they should do that and pray for forgiveness for murder and 
other crimes committed by them. | used to watch them from behind. 

The warder would come followed by Loka with the lantern to 
lock up the cell. Subli would stop praying and cast a wayward look 
at him. | would smile. Malati would admonish her, smiling, " Why 
don't you pray ?" 

Now and then she would dance had in hand with her 
companions-different types of tribal dance. At bed-time she would 
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sing. She would invite me to join her in dancing and singing. | would 

be lying on the cot watching them. | would have liked to sing and 

dance with them but my self-respect and ego would come in the 

way. She would attend to all my needs and would not allow anybody 

else to do anything for me as if she owned me completely. Malati 

used to warn her that it was not safe to mingle with me so much 

and if the jailer came to know of it he would extend her term. Subli 

paid no heed to these threats. She would never leave my side and 
would say "Hell, what can they do to me ? Am { their servant ?" 

The day | left the jail she cried a lot. | gave her my address 
and repeatedly assured her that she could come to my house as 
soon as she was set at large. 

Now Subli has come. 

1 looked up at her. She was sitting gazing at my face. 

" You shall stay with me, Subli, but where is Loka ?" A rain of 
tears dripped from her eyes. She screwed up her face and said, 
“After being released a month ago he has gone away somewhere. 
I do not know where he is". 

Outside the darkness of the new moon was getting more 
and more dense. 


She would ask me occasionally "Nani, you are all great people 
and are educated. Aren't you ?" Unable to make out what she meant 
1 would look at her face and enquire" Why do you ask this ?" 


She would reply." See how different we are from one another. 
You don't have to do any work. We have to do a lot of work- and 


also work for you to attend to all your needs". Once again t would 
Stare at her fate. What answer could | give ? 


oOo୦0 
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Sita Nani's Son 


“Have you got any news about Sauriya, dear ?" 


"No, | have not seen him after that day", | replied and 
immediately did my obeisance to Sita Nani. 

The children had already surrounded me on all sides, each 
with some motive. But pushing aside all of them Sita Nani had 
approached me. When she opened her mouth to say something 
an intolerant child was heard to say from behind her. "How long 
has she been chanting "Sauriya, Sauriya. As if only her son has 
gone to another place and none else", 

Just then placing the kettle on the oven to boil water for tea 
and pushing dried pieces of coconut and palm leaf fonds into it, 
mother said in a loud voice. "What are these people upto; not 
allowing my son to have a wash and relax a little". 

Sita Nani was snubbed and subdued. She retreated silently 
with tears in her eyes. | was sorry for her but also felt a little relieved 
to get some respite from her questions. 

Sita Nani was my cousin. She had several children. They 
were hard put to make both ends meet. On top of that cholera 
swept through the village two years ago killing half the people there. 
Among them was the husband of Sita Nani. Her eldest son was 
aged about seventeen years. After his father's death, he left the 
village in search of employment and had not been seen or heard of 
since then. 

For the last few months Sita Nani has been asking the 
postman. "Is there any money order for me ?" He would reply in 
the negative. She woutd go back but would not give up hope. At the 
sight of Sita Nani the village urchins would start shouting." ls there 
any money order for me ?" 

Sita Nani would hear all that; would not get angry with any of 
them. She would not even utter a word. After she had lost the hope 
of getting money she waited anxiously for a letter. But the letter too 
never came. 
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Whenever ! came to the village for holidays she would 
question me about Sauriya. Nobody returning from outside could 
escape from this question. Some would respond and others would 
be irritated. But Sita Nani had no anger or grudge against anyone. 

After taking my meal |! proceeded to her house that day. 
Without a roof over it for the last one year, the house had started 
crumbling. | entered calling out. “Nani, nani.” 

She was very happy to see me and called out to the children, 
“Bring a mat quickly. Uncle Bini has come". 

"What is the need of a mat, nani ? 1 will sit here". So saying, 
| sat down on the floor. 

Sita Nani again started off on her old topic. "What can ! say, 
son ? It is two years since my son left and no news at all about him. 
And the people of this cursed village are so intolerant that if | ask 
anyone about him, they react like tigers. You have seen what 
happened at your house today. Because the mind is restless......” 
Sita Nani started weeping. 

This put me in an awkward position. | said, "why do you cry, 
nani ? How does it matter what people say ? Tell me, have you got 
any good news from any one ?" 

Still weeping she started her tale saying,” you know soon 
after he left, Misra's son had said that he had been him at Cuttack. 
He was moving about the town in a car. Anyway the boy's luck had 
turned and he had found a refuge in the house of some rich people. 
Thereafter | have no information where he is. Whenever somebody 
goes to Cuttack, | send word through him. They come back and 
say they have not seen him". 

| had heard this from her many times that her son was at 
Cuttack, was riding a car etc. | said. " | know all that. But what 
about his present whereabouts ? 


"| hear many things-rumours. Why doesn't he send at least 
a letter. He may not send money- but could at least keep in touch 
with me. Arjun once said that he had seen him at Kahargpur, working 
in a shop. When Kala Ram Sahu's son came from Calcutta, he 
said that Sauriya was working in some paint factory. He was not 
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keeping well and had said he would come to the village. That is 
why I had gone to your house to enquire from you". 

“Nani, | do not stay at Catcutta but at a nearby place. How 
could | know ? Anyway when he has said he would come, he will 
definitely come. So why are your worried ?" 

“No, son. | had lit lamps in the temple and prayed- let my 
son come back. It does not matter if he does not bring any money". 

1 could not make out how she could manage without money. 
But without commenting upon it and saying a few words by way of 
consolation, | got up to leave. But she pulled me back and forced 
me to sit, saying, "Having come to my house after such a long time 
would you leave without taking something ?" 

She paid no heed to my protests. Responding to her call, 
her youngest daughter brought a little sesame gruel on a plate and 
placed it before me. Probably it was a portion of their supper. 

My vacation was coming to an end. The excitement in the 
village during Dussera had also subsided to a great extent. Those 
who had come for the holidays had gone back to their places of 
work leaving behind the clear autumn sky, the greenery of the village 
and the affection of near and dear ones. | too left the place. 

Reaching the railway station, | found that the train had already 
left. It was a small station and there was no place to sleep during 
the night. There was also no other night train. Spreading the bedding 
on a cement bench in a corner of the open waiting room ! lay down 
on it. Many other passengers were sleeping on the floor. 

{ was rudely woken up from my slumber by a loud cry. | saw 
that some passengers had got up and were beating a man. Seeing 
me get up, some one said by way of explanation. "The old man is 
mad, sir and forcibly enters this place. His body is covered all over 
with sores. The stench in unbearable". The old man left silently 
and was lost in the darkness. 

In the morning, 1 went to brush my teeth. Many people had 
gathered near the bridge. | went there and saw that the insane old 
man of the previous night was lying in the dried -up drain under the 
bridge. Some people picked him up and laid him on the road. His 
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hands and feet were paralysed. He was letting out hicoughs. "The 
poor fellow had slipped down from the bridge last night", some one 
said. 

Three or four people came running to the spot. We all looked 
at them. Who was that ? Sita Nani ? With her was Rama Sahu's 
son Madan. Both of them pushed forward through the crowd. Madan 
stopped, saying. “Oh ! my Sauriya l......" with a shriek Sita Nani 
threw herself on the body of that mad man. 


The siren signalling the arrival of the train was heard from 
the station. 


ooo 
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That Man 


He had probably been deeply hurt by some sudden sorrow. 
Whether he was prepared to face it cann't be known. Perhaps he 
had no other alternative than to suffer it. Because of that he was 
probably consoling himself and sitting there all by himself brooding 
over something. Both his eyes were shrinking in size and wrinkles 
had appeared on his checks. He used to spend a lot of time sitting 
on the narrow verandah with his head between his knees. The 
winter sun would be receding from the veranda but there would be 
no sign of his getting up and leaving the place. There was no way 
to find out if he was in the habit of taking bath and meals. 

There was a young servant boy in that house- a dark, thin 
emaciated child. He was incapable of doing any heavy work and 
used to do some odd jobs. But after some time, he was not to be 
seen. Perhaps he had been dismissed and sent away. 

But | could not make out why he did so. Such sudden 
detachment from the world is quite unusual. He was not much 
concemed with household matters at any time. But he had a strange 
attachment to the accounts book. His detractors used to say many 
things condemning this characteristic of his- All that was being 
said might not have reached his ears. But nobody had seen him 
getting disturbed by whatever he did hear. 

He was an active person. To sit idle was an ordeal for him. 
He used to think and visualise many things. When he was young, 
he used to work very hard, Some people used to say that besides 
his own advancement, he was also much concemed about the 
economic development of the country. Because of that he had 
started several projects to keep a large number of people engaged 
in both important and ordinary works. Those projects were still 
continuing. 

In those preoccupations he used to lose sight of his own 
household matters, neglecting his wife and only son. His wife had 
brought up the child single-handed. But there was no end to the 
poor woman's sorrow. She had breathed her last with a heavy heart. 
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But at that time nobody had seen him sitting like this even 
for a moment. He had not betrayed any trace of grief or emotion. 
Rather he had tried to explain the triviality of life in this world by 
quoting from the Geeta “Just as people discard old garments to 
put on new ones, the soul leaves the decayed body to take a new 
form". He had also quoted the Geeta to stress the importance of 
detachment. The sympathisers had left saluting him in their minds 
as a man of total detachment. 


The sudden change in his lonely, detached and austere life 
had surprised many people. But nobody enquired about the cause- 
none had the courage to do so. Many people did visit his house in 
connection with their own affairs. Nobody had any connection with 
his private life. So it was very difficult to get any information about 
him from anybody. 

Suddenly, | remembered Bisu. Bisu was said to be his closest 
confidant and was probably a manager or employee in his factory. 
It was Bisu who used to rush to offices, courts and police stations 
to get his work done and carry the equipment for demonstration 
whenever he went to some place to deliver a lecture. He used to 
offer him the chalk when he wanted to write something on the board. 
Bisu's knowing look and his actions had made other people 
somewhat suspicious. Some used to say that Bisu would inherit all 
his property because he and his son could not get on well together. 

Engrossed in my own work, 1 had forgotten all about him. 
But that afternoon there was a sudden Knock at my door. | had just 
returned home exhausted. Still moved by the sense of propriety, | 
opened the door. 

Bisu did namaskar to me. Though the winter sun was not 
very hot, his face had turned red and he was sweating profusely. 
For two or three minutes he could not speak. 

"What is the matter, Bisu 2?" 


“Please come quickly, doctor’, so saying Bisu caught hold 
of my hand. Tears dripped from his eyes and fell on my hand. 


Astonished at this sudden emotional change in him | asked, 
"Why don't tell me, Bisu what has happened ?" 


"Please come at once. My boss ...." 
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Bisu could not proceed further. His grief burst forth again. | 
too picked up the essential equipments and set out without any 
delay. 

He was lying on a neat comfortable bed. Both his eyes were 
closed but occasionally there was a slight movement of the upper 
eyelids. His hands and legs had been straightened by somebody. 
His usually grave and placid face was contorted with pain. Only the 
quick breathing indicated that there was still life in that emaciated 
body, ~~ | 

Suddenly it occurred to me that if he never regained 
consciousness, | would be spared the ordeal of seeing that repulsive 
unhappy face every day. | immediately checked myself. A doctor 
should not entertain such thoughts about a patient. 

1 did not feel like breaking the intimidating silence in that 
house. | gestured to Bisu to pull the small table nearer. Placing the 
blood-pressure instrument on it, { asked in a low voice. “Has this 
happened before ?" 

"No sir. As far as {| know, He had not suffered from any 
disease except some fever and cold." | looked at Bisu as he spoke. 
He quickly turned his face. But under cover of his helpless pathetic 
look 1 could catch a glimpse of cruel delight. 

"High B.P. . He may recover if proper treatment is given at 
once. Can you take him to the hospital ?", | said handing the 
instrument to Bisu. 

“Hospital ! "Exclaimed Bisu. "Can't you treat him at the house, 
doctor ? Whatever may be expenditure, ! shall meet it. Please, 
doctor, bring him back to consciousness once- at least once." So 
saying, Bisu knelt at my feet. ` 

I could not understand the reason behind this inexplicable 
anxiety on his part. { took him to another room and asked him. 

What is the matter, Bisu ? | can do something only if you.divulge 
everything to me." 

He kept staring at me with suspicious eyes for some time. 
Then it appeared that he was trying to compose himself and take a 
decision. He slowly opened his mouth and started revealing the 
accumulated suspicions of many days. 
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Like a story teller Bisu began. "It heppened on another 
afternoon like this. That day shattering the silence of the quiet 
afternoon, the voice of Miss. Clubwala was heard from the room 
of my boss. You must be knowing Miss. Clubwala- almost 
everybody in this town knows her. She had come that day and 
had asked for his active support for the Sishu Mandir she was 
planning. 

1 do not know from whom she had heard about my boss. 
But that day she started praising him, discussing many aspects 
of his activities which probably he himself had never thought of at 
any time. Within a short time of that first meeting they became 
quite intimate. Both were past sixty but whenever they sat down 
to discuss something their faces would brighten with youthful 
radiance. And such enthusiasm and eagerness when they set 
out on some work ! But | had never seen such enthusiasm and 
interest on his part at any time before. For Clubwala social service 
was a hobby. A spinster for life and owner of vast property, she 
had devoted herself to that work. My boss helped her a lot in all 
her ventures like school, hospital, treatment centre for juvenile 
delinquency. | felt that after a long time he had found a way to 
assuage his mental deprivation. 

His health too improved. They were happy. But a few days 
ago Miss.Clubwala died of a disease like this quite unexpectedly. 
Before she died, she had requested him to arrange for proper 
utilisation of her properties. But he was so much affected by her 
death that he did not like to speak to anybody. He had almost 
given up food and water. Only once, he said to me "Bisu, you 
should take care of my properties ଲମପ Clubwala's. My days are 
numbered. But her sudden death... nefinc. 

Bisu could not finish what he’ wassaying. On hearing a 
sound from the next room, we rushed there. His hands were 
extended as if searching for something. The head had slipped 
down from the pillow. 

{ felt his pulse and silently left the place. Bisu's wails could 
be heard from behind even after | had come a long way. "“ He did 
not tell me anything ! poo 
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Gayatri 


The evening was getting darker. On the sky was the glittering 
carnival of stars. The restless earth was waiting for the delayed 
rise of the full moon. Enveloped by the dense darkness, Gayatri 
was sitting all by herself with her head resting on the table, as if 
she had no connection whatsoever with nature stretched outside 
or the small world within; as if she was a leaf torn out of a big 
volume. Today she is isolated and insignificant. But was she really 
insignificant ? 

Gayatri's thoughts were arrested. She had been lost in the 
dense darkness inside the house since long and felt no inclination 
to get up and light the lamp. Of what use was the lamp outside 
when darkness had enveloped her inner self ? She had fled to that 
place in the hope of spending the rest of her shattered life in an 
unknown place. 

She had expected so much from life. But what was the 
culmination ? Grief was welling up from the pit of her stomach 
continuously. Her whole body shook with sighs. Tears flowed non- 
stop over her sunken cheeks. 

There was a knock at the door. Gayatri wiped off her tears 
and opened it. Sujata said as she stepped into the room, “What is 
this ? You have not lighted the lamp till now. What were you doing 
sitting in the darkness ? “ 

Without giving any reply Gayatri picked up the lamp from 
the shelf and {it it. Sujata came back after changing her clothes. 

“ Don't you have any class tomorrow ? Why don't you prepare 
for it ?" 

“ {am not happy here. Sujata | am thinking of resigning and 
leaving this place tomorrow." 

“ Have you gota better chance elsewhere ? Otherwise would 
it be desirable to leave this job ?" 
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"“ No, there is no question of getting any better chance. But 
how long can } stagnate like this ? Besides you know how hard ! 
had studied and passed M.A. in first class but with a different object." 

" Really, they should have appointed you as a lecturer or at 
least given you a scholarship.” Sujata said with sympathy. 

Gayatri sighed. Sujata sat down to prepare for her class on 
the next day. But Gayatri did not feel like doing anything. She 
remembered that a letter had come from Subrat that day. " Driven 
by poverty, | had said something. So you took offence and left in a 
huff ? | know you are not happy there. I too feel very bad. Please 
come back." 

So Gayatri will return to the poverty- stricken world of Subrat 
and putting up with the persecution of her in-laws, murder Gayatri, 
the scholar. Pass off as a mere housewife like her mother and 
aunt. 

No. Gayatri's mind cried out in protest. She was not born to 
lead such a life. She would become great. Acquire a doctorate, go 
abroad and become world famous Gayatri Mishra. No, she was 
not merely the wife of Subrat Mishra. Her mind revolted at the very 
thought. 

The day she had gone to attend Anita's wedding. Many V.|.P.s 
of the town had been invited and had come. Such a dazzling sight 
of saries and ornaments ! Gayatri had felt slighted in that gathering. 
Nobody took any notice of her. She was the odd one out in that 
group. Wounded to the core, Gayatri had escaped from that place 
unnoticed by everybody. 

Gradually her eyelids began to droop. In a dream-world her 
imagination conjured up many sweet visions - Dr.Gayatri Mishra, 
the internationally renowned historian, a big villa, car etc. 

The first rays of the morning sun fell on the cheeks of Gayatri. 
Though the weary thoughts of the previous night had receded, the 
mind and body were still not free from their impact. She could not 
lift her head from the pillow - it felt so heavy. She tried to sleep - 
nothing could happen in her life. 

Gayatri sat up irritably. She had decided to resign from the 
post of schoot teacher. But after that ? The same nagging thought 
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- what should she do ? Of what use was her education ? How could 
she survive in such deep misery ? 

Sujata came to her. " It is getting late for school, Gayatri. Get 
ready quickly." 

“ I cannot go to the school today, Sujata." Gayatri replied in a 
weary tone. “ Take my leave application and give it to the 
Headmistress" 

As Gayatri was writing the application, Sujata standing by 
her side and watching her face, was thinking. This Gayatri is of a 
very peculiar nature. She was always discontented, always 
brooding. On many occasions, she had stayed at home sending 
leave applications through her. The headmistress would be 
annoyed. But she could not say anything to Gayatri because she 
was a very good teacher. Too much education had turned her head. 
Sujata mused, she herself was quite happy. She had passed 
matriculation and the teacher's training course and got a job in that 
school. She had never thought that she could have done something 
better. But Gayatri...? 

Gayatri handed the leave application to Sujata. After Sujata 
left, she continued to sit there as before - all alone. She did not feel 
like having a bath and there was no food in the house. She just sat 
there thinking and only thinking, with her head resting on her hands. 
She got up with a start on hearing the postman's call. Every day at 
this time her hopes would flare up momentarily, only to be quenched 
the next moment. 

With three or four letters in hand, Gayatri tried to sort them 
out. But there was no government letter. With a deep sigh, she 
opened the first letter from her friend Sunanda. She and Sunanda 
had both passed M.A. last year. She was just an average student. 
But her father was a very high government officer. She did not 
have to sit idle even for a month. She was immediately appointed 
as a teacher in the apex college of Orissa. 

Sunanda had written that she was going to Germany on a 
government scholarship and would be back after two years. She 
would be happy if she could meet Gayatri once before her departure. 
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The letter was really mocking Gayatri. She was feeling as if 
every nerve inside her head was being torn to pieces, Gayatrn yelled 
out in pain. She got up from the chair and ran about the house. She 
wailed aloud and then burst out laughing. 

Pushing the.door open Sujata entered the room. Gayatri 
rushed to her and clinging to her, started weeping loudly. Sujata 
stared at her in surprise, saying " What is the matter ?" and took 
the letter from her hand. 

Gayatri was speechless. She again burst out laughing at 
Sujata's question and started pulling out her hair by fistfuls. Closing 
the door, the frightened Sujata rushed to the Headmistress and 
putting the letter in her hands narrated everything. 

Manasi Devi calmly read the tetter. Then she let out a deep 
sigh and said slowly " Yes, Gayatri has become mad. | had been 
apprehending something like this. To-day another genius of this 
country has been nipped in the bud." 

Thick clouds ready to descend pouring rain had gathered 
in the sky. 


Ooo 
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The Sea 


It was a small flat on the fourth floor of a multistoreyed 
apartment facing the sea. The flat had no name but the name of 
the apartment was probably Kalyani. In that locality places could 
be located by the names of the houses rather than by the names of 
the roads. So it would not take much time to search out this building 
among the posh houses of Bombay. 


That day arrangements had been made for a luncheon party 
in that flat. Nothing special about it, such occasions are quite 
common. The lives of those people revolve around breakfast, lunch, 
afternoon tea and dinner. Friends are invited to these on almost alt 
days on some pretext or other. Drinks would be served before food. 
Both men and women would be holding tall glasses of the golden 
liquid in their hands. 

The bearer would be going around, quick and alert as if he 
had taken a vow not to see anyone holding an empty glass. He 
moves from one place to another with a bottle in each hand. 

Outside it was raining non-stop. Leaning on the rails of the 
baicony | kept starring ahead. Leaving behind the wide road in 
front of the secretariat my eyes were fixed on the congregation of 
waves in the sea. The sea there was not roaring or turbulent like 
the Arabian Sea. It was as if it stood still at the sight of the progress 
of mechanised civilisation and had been rendered helpless. May 
be because.of that the rain went on dancing upon it. 

Are people who are gentle and helpless, also forced to put 
up with the persecution of lesser beings ? May be not . That is why 
these days everybody is moving heaven and earth to build up his 
own prestige and make his presence felt. But of what use is such 
prestige ? 

" Why are you standing here ?" 

Startled, | looked back. There stood Ruma with two glasses 
of sherbet in her hands. | took one from her hand. 


‘The Triangle and Other Selected Stories of Nandini Satpathy HH 43 


Digitized by PPRACHIN, SOA 


“ For whom is the other one ?" She smiled on hearing this 
question from me. 
“ {1 too don't drink", was her short reply and t liked it. 

I took a chair and asked Ruma to sit. The rain had become 
a torrent and we could feel the spray on our bodies. Seeing Ruma's 
deep blue kanjeevaram sari spotted with rain drops, I said, " Go in, 
Ruma, if you like. Your saree is getting wet.” 

" That is nothing." Rama said with down-cast eyes. " But if 
you don't like my presence here then ! shall go away." 

{ took her hand in mine and said," Why shouldn't | want you 
here ? Because you came, I got a friend to chat with.” 

Ruma was somewhat encouraged by my referring to her as 
my friend. She said, " Do you hate those people who are drinking ?" 

" Why should | hate them ? | don't like drinking so, ! came 
out.” 

inside the room, the Parsi lady had started a spirited lecture 
on the benefits of drinking. Her words were clearly audible to us. 
She was saying, " Why this hypocrisy ? We are bom as natural as 
any human being in this world. Then why should we not drink ?" 

I could not control my laughter. What a wonderful! argument. 
To become a natural human being, one has to drink in a party ! 
Who was the great man who said this and when ? 

Probably | was the target of her statements. Ruma too could 
understand that. So she was feeling guilty though without reason. 
There was a trage of embarrassment in her face. 

1 hastened to remove the sense of guilt from Ramu's mind. 
The poor girl was not at fault ! True, her father had invited me to 
that party and that too for her sake. 

{ took her hand in min& and said, " Come, Ruma, let us take 
a short walk 6 the beach," 

" But it is raining heavily." On hearing this 1 looked inside. 
The table had been set. Empty and half-empty glasses had been 
put down. A few people who had started narrating anecodates 
standing here and there in the hall had atso become listless. The 
lady clad in jeans, may be an-actress, who was talking a little while 
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ago with dancing movements of her arched eye-brows, was silently 
reclining on the sofa. On either side of the lady two distinguished 
looking men were sitting on the carpet as if in readiness to carry 
out her slightest bidding. 


" Please come, everything is ready,” Mr. Samuel! invited the 
guests gently and respectfully. 

She was running on the sandy beach, going far, leaving 
behind small foot prints, collecting sea-shells, chasing crabs. 

On the other side of the dense cocoanut grove the sun was 
rising and the moon was setting. She had been watching that scene 
for days together. Groups of men and women would come out of 
the fishermen's village before sunrise. The men would set out to 
ply their boats on the wide sea to catch fish and would return in the 
bright sunlight of the morning with their boats laden with fish. There 
would be a big crowd on the sea shore. The beach would come 
alive with the cries and movements of people both young and old. 

For Ruma this was a common sight - a daily event. But she 
used to derive pleasure out of it identifying herself with those people. 

"Do you know," suddenly Ruma's big black eyes became 
brighter. "We live here on the beach. While sitting by the window of 
my room. | sometimes feel as if the sea is coming into the room. A 
lot of arrangements had been made to facilitate our living on the 
beach here. But somehow | cannot get here the same enjoyment 
of the sea as in that vast place surrounded by casuarina forests." 

! looked at Ruma. She was sighing. In her eyes was the 
reflection of the sea. She seemed to be searching for some one 
inside the casuarina forest leaving behind the numerous hurdles of 
bricks, lime, cement and cars. But whom was she searching ? The 
highly educated Ruma Patel of the twentieth century-the beautiful 
elite young woman residing in a happy festive home in the heart of 
Bombay metropolis ! 

I have not yet given any indication about my acquaintance 
with Ruma. May be it is better not to dwell upon it. Suffice it to say 
that it was quite accidental and probably at first sight we were 
attracted to each other. In Bombay city Ruma's wonderfutly calm 
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and placid face was very pleasing to me and inspired in me a sense 
of belonging. 

“ Why are you of a different type from the rest of your family," 
{ suddenly put this question to her. 

Ruma stared at me in surprise. Then she replied very slowly, 
her voice so indifferent and grave that it seemed to come from the 
other end of the sea. " Of a different type ? Have you really got 
such an impression ? Yes, many friends tease me saying this. Some 
say that | might have fallen in love with somebody. But believe me. 
| have not taken a liking to anybody in that‘way. People appear 
quite primitive and violent. | find such greed and passion in their 
eyes that |! hate them." 

Indeed both her eyes were screwed up with hatred. Walking 
along the marine drive we had reached one side of the harbour. 
Here people are trying to enlarge themselves by subduing nature. 
Filling up the sea with sand the city has extended itself into it in 
vicious pride ! 

I cast a questioning look on her. " See, man is displaying his 
might here by filling up the sea and in this harbour the unruly ocean 
is repeatedly striking its head in helpnessness." 

" | like the sea at Puri. And the sea at Konark, ! like it still 
more.” 

I started at her in wonder. " Eh ? you have seen Puri ? Have 
you gone to Konark ?" 

" Why should that surprise you ? | have tried to visit all places 
in the country where the sea touches the land. Of course i have not 
visited all such places." 


" How strange ! Are you conducting some research on the 
sea ?” 


a 
She laughed again - a vexatious laugh. 


“ if | could have done that, it would have been wonderful. 
There is so much within the sea - so many forms of life ! What is 
there in this medica! science ?" 


1 started walking back with quick steps. The clothes were 
getting wet in the rain. But there was no sign of haste in Ruma's 
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gait. She was walking in a carefree manner with her eyes fixed on 
the sea. | felt vexed. Such romanticism about the sea could be the 
tneme for a story. But she was totally unconcerned even about the 
pouring rain. 

I returned to my hotel leaving her behind. Her destination 
too was different. Patients were waiting for her at her clinic. So 
though | felt a desire to talk to her over phone after retuming to the 
hotel, | desisted from disturbing her in her work. 

| was preparing for my return flight the following ua; Suddenly 
the phone rang. {| picked it up hoping for a call from Ruma. But her 
father's voice was heard from the other side. “ Did Ruma go to the 
beach with you yesterday ?" 

| was alarmed and asked him " What is the matter ? Didn't 
she return home ?" 

" Yes, she is back," he replied in a grave weary tone. " We 
have brought her back from the beach today. She was lying there 
in an unconscious state. In spite of all treatment she had not 
regained her senses. And doctors are not sure if she will regain 
consciousness today." 

A terrible sense of guilt gripped me. He went on. " We had 
never let her go alone near the sea. She gets enchanted at the 
sight of the sea and does not want to return home." 

" But why ? Why is she like this ?" 1 cried out impatiently. 

Did her father really laugh ? His tone was weary. " We had 
found Ruma as an infant by the sea shore. Her mother-probably 
left her there and then threw herself in the sea. Of course Ruma 
does not know.all this. She regards herself as my daughter. But 
she has a strange love for the sea. She always wants to go into the 
Sea and search out something from it. 

1 could not stand it any longer and put the receiver down 
forgetting all manners. 
| The room boy who came to carry my luggage to the taxi was 
staring at me. Was | weeping ? 


Joo 
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New Horizons 


"Mother, mother, mother !" 

Responding to the call Manikanchan came out of the kitchen 
wiping her hands on the pallav of her sari. 

." What is the matter, Srikant ?" She enquired. 

Between Srikant and Manikanchan was the courtyard. The 
afternoon sunlight was scattered on it and clothes had been hung 
on a string above for drying. Coming out of the glare of the kitchen 
fire. Manikanchan’s vision was blurred. She could not see anything. 

Crossing the courtyard Srikant approached his mother. He 
was almost running. Though grown-up he had not yet got over his 
childish ways. As a child whenever he got something he used to 
call out to her loudly, “ Mother, see what | have brought." Just as he 
was doing today. Between the Srikant, seven years old and this 
young man of twenty-seven, Manikanchan, the mother, could not 
detect any difference. 

"“ Mother, see this ". Srikant took out a piece of paper from 
an envelop and extended it to her. 

For a moment Manikanchan's body shook with a nameless 
fear. She put out her hand but did not read the letter. She kept 
staring at her son's face with unblinking eyes. 

Srikant shook her gently. " Why are you staring like an idiot ? 
The letter is from Basant, He is at Ferozpur." 

But Manikanchan did not seem to register anything. News 
had come from Ferozpur about Basant. Coutd there be any news 
about him ? But what was Srikant saying ? 

" |s Basant alive ?" Mani was saying in an incredulous voice 
as if questioning herself. 

Srikant was vexed at his mother's reaction. Pressing the letter 
into her hand he said " What are you saying, mother ? Basant 
himself was written this letter to you. Here, take it and read it.” 
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Manikanchan wiped both her eyes with the Pallav of her sari. 
All her life she had been wiping her eyes like this again and again. 
But she had never been carried away by the flood of tears and had 
been standing firm at the door step. 

" 1 don't have my spectacles with me - you read it out. " 
Manikanchan's voice had changed. 

” Then listen, " Srikant started reading. 

“ Mother, {| am writing this letter to you from the battlefield. 
Throughout my childhood you used to talk to me about father. All 
along we have shaped our lives according to his ideals. My 
impression was that it was not only his desire but also yours. You 
have been fighting since life started- with poverty, with sorrow. And 
how many obstacles you had to battle with to bring us up ! So even 
from this place, | feel! that you are not afraid, having sent me to the 
war. 

In front of me is the battlefield. Gunshots shatter the 
eardrums. And after a few minutes a battalion under my command 
will surge forward. Thereafter 1 may not get the time to write or may 
not be in a position to write. Hence ! am leaving after telling you 
that your son and his comrades are fighting with the enemy forces 
with unlimited courage, that the ultra-modern foreign-made weapons 
of the enemy have become inconsequential before their valour, 
self-sacrifice and patriotism. Twenty soldiers of the enemy are no 
match for one Indian soldier. Mother, you must not weep if my life 
is lost in preserving the freedom of the country for which my father 
sacrificed his life. Do you know how proud | fee! ? 

{ have brought with me your blessing. The tion on which 
Mother Durga rides is protecting us. We are fighting fearlessly. Our 
victory is certain. I bow to you and salute Mother India. 

Jai Hind !" 

Srikant's voice was getting choked. To hide the rain of tears 
he was shedding from his mother, he averted his face and walked 
away. Silent tears welled up from Manikanchan's eyes and carcaded 
down her face. Ail that was past was unfolding before her eyes one 
by one. 
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Many years ago in 1942 she had received a similar letter 
from her husband who was then in jail- a prisoner of the British 
government. How old was she then ? Srikant was only three. And 
Basant ? Waiting in his mother's womb to see the light of the world. 

The rice was cooking and bouncing away in the pot on the 
oven Within the mind countless memories of events, big and small, 
sprang up. Manikanchan did not know how long she had been sitting 
there on the threshold forgetful of herself. 

She had to shoulder the entire responsibility for the house 
as soon as she stepped into it as a new bride. Stroking her head 
her mother-in-law, old and widowed, had said, " You are my Lakshmi. 
Sada is a madcap. He is always on the move for the country and 
has never spared a thought for home. He goes to jail, gets beaten 
up, brings people to the house in hundreds and holds meetings. 
Till now | have been attending to all his needs. Now you take care 
of all that. My dear, do not get angry with him or remain aloof if you 
feel hurt.” 

Standing by her side, Sadabrat was smiling. At that time the 
smile on his handsome radiant fact had fascinated the fifteen-year 
old Manikanchan. Before marriage she had heard that her husband 
was working for the country. But she had no idea what exactly was 
that work and how it was being done. 


During their first meeting in private, Sadabrat had repeated 
what her mother-in-law had said. " You have heard what mother 
said, Mani. Can you adjust with me ?" On his face was the same 
smile. 

To Manikanchan all that appeared strange. She was 
speechless. All the ideas formed in her mind from childhood about 
marriage, husband and the would-be new home were being upset 
at one stroke. Gazing at his face rather stupidly and gathering 
strength, she had responded to his question in her innocence "Yes, 
I can adjust with you." 

She had been doing that since then. She had not betrayed 
annoyance or suiked even for a moment. Sadabrat had brought 
hundreds of people to the house. She had cooked and served them 
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food. whenever they came. The house had been searched and the 
household articles seized and carried away. Sadabrat had been 
jailed and their lands had been mortgaged. Even two square meals 
a day could not be had. Still Manikanchan had carried @RrrBack 
home from jail, Sadabrat would see a smile on her face - as if 
viewing his own reflection in the mirror. He too would be rendered 
speechless. 

"You are smiling, Mani ?" 

" | have learned from you," she would reply still smiling. 

How quickly that life had come to an end. One day when 
Sadabrat returned home after being severely beaten up by the Police 
she could not even recognise him. That once handsome man was 
shrivelled and black like a piece of dry wood. Somehow putting up 
a show of cheerfuiness Mani had nursed and tended him. But before 
he could regain his health completely, he had been arrested and 
taken away. At that time keeping in view the three-year old Srikant 
and the child about to be born, he had told her, "Inspire the children 
to serve the country. Keep reminding them about me." Perhaps 
Sadabrat had a premonition that he would not come back from the 
jail. 

“Mother !" Mani was startled. For a few minutes she could 
not register anything having been rudely pulled back from the past 
in which she had lost herself. 

“Mother, do you Know what Shastriji* had said in his broadcast 
to the nation last night 2?" Srikant spread the newspaper before her. 
"The farmers who are sweating their blood out to provide food to 
the people are as much a pride to the nation as those who are 
fighting at the front.” l 

Manikanchan smoothed Srikant's head. She could easily 
understood what was in his mind. He wanted to convey to his mother 
that like Basant he too was fighting for the country and had fulfilled 
his father's last wish. Having acquired a degree in Agriculture, he 
had come back to the village to cultivate his fields and utilising his 
knowledge and expertise was trying to increase the production in 


* Lal Bahadur Shastri who was Prime Minister of india during the Indo-Pakistan war in 1965. 


The Triangle and Other Selected Stories of Nandini Satpathy MH 51 


Digitized by PPRACHIN, SOA 


his own fields and in the village as a whole. Now there was a 
question in his mind - has he neglected his duty to the country ? 

Manikanchan was smiling. Placing her hand on her son's 
head she said, "So you have got the answer to your question in 
Shastriji's speech. Were you in doubt till now ?" 

Srikant realised how correctly his mother understood him. 
The twenty-seven year old young man immediately gained in self 
respect. 

The members of the Cooperative Farm came to the house, 
saying "Srikant bhai, have you heard Shastrijiis new slogan- Jai 
Jawan Jai Kisan.” 

Manikanchan smiled - a smile of deep fulfilment and went to 
the kitchen. She had to cook for those people- just what she had 
been doing since the days of Sadabrat. 


DoD 
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The Cave in the Mind 


There was a time when her eyes sparkled with dreams and 
her mind was brimming over with honeyed thoughts. Myriad 
colourful fancies had thrilled and cheered her heart. She looked 
forward and waited in the expectation that some day her hopes 
were sure to be realised - sooner or later. Early or late her dream 
had to come true. 


Time was passing. She had left behind many a winter, 
summer and monsoon. Spring too had come and ieft in one colourful 
guise after another. The neem tree had shed leaves, covered itself 
with fresh green foliage and filled the air with the fragrance of its 
flowers countless times. 

Many houses had become derelict, covered with moss with 
plaster peeling off their walls. Piercing those walls seedlings of 
banyan trees had sprouted into the houses. Many new houses had 
come up and attempts were being made to give a new look to old 
houses with a fresh coat of lime. 

Even that much would have been enough for her. But nobody 
ever came to cover that old body of hers with new touches. Lifting 
her heavy head just once, Basanti cast a long look forward. 

In front of her was the blue ocean. With the nuptial garland 
of waves in its hands, it went on striking its forehead repeatedly on 
the shore, only to retreat disappointed, like herself ! Ah ! who was 
the tover for whom that sea was waiting ? Far ahead could be seen 
the peaceful happy face of the sea. The sky meets it at the horizon. 
There the sky was peaceful; so also the ocean. 

But has not Basanti's breathing quietened till now ? Could 
not such deep frustration calm down her mind and body ? Most 
probably not. And because of that the horizon of union was very far 
for her. 

Entering the room through the open window the first rays of 
the sun were dancing on the colourfu! coverlet of Basanti's bed. As 
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usual the two sparrows were also flitting restlessly in and out of the 
window; each time bringing a straw or a twig in their beaks. How 
keen were these small birds to build a nest ! Observing the activity 
of the two birds, her inner self would burst out weeping, ashamed 
of its own impotence. 

The road had become lively with the brisk movement of 
people. The never-ending noise produced by moving vehicles was 
hurting the ears. The number of pedestrians was also not small. 
From the hotel, groups of people and small children were dashing 
out to bathe in the sea. A couple of newly-weds were sitting on the 
sandy beach with legs stretched out- could be lovers too. Many 
were returning to the hotel for breakfast after a morning walk. 
Leaving their parents far behind, tiny tots were prancing about like 
butterflies. If only Basanti had a child like them ! Then the aimless 
never-ending days would not have become a burden on her head. 

From down below a man looked up at the window. Pressing 
her face hard on the railing, Basanti tried to identify him. 

“Didi, | have brought the tea," Raghu the servant of many, 
many years was calling her after placing the tea and snacks on the 
tea poy. Having cleaned the vessels, the part-time maid servant 
was probably lighting the coal! oven downstairs. Thick clouds of 
smoke from the oven rising up to Basanti's window were floating 
away in the opposite direction. 

Raghu was waiting. It was not possible to tell him not to go 
downstairs. He was an old family servant and had almost become 
the master of the house. Basanti had never learned cooking. Even 
now thanks to him she is free from that ordeal. 


Basanti's mind was somehow filled with a strange fondness. 


She looked back and said, "why are you still waiting, Raghu ? Go 
downstairs.” 


"Do you need anything more, didi ?" 


Basanti smiled. "Raghu, how many times have 1 told you not 
to call me didi but mother ? | am all in all in this house.” 


That is true, didi but somehow |! can not utter it. | have been 
calling you didi from the days of the old master." 
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Basanti concentrated on eating. She spread butter on the 
toast and poured out a cup of tea. After watching her actions for a 
minute or two, Raghu started descending the stairs. 

Basanti was amused. She had been getting emotional 
unaccountably since morning that day. What did she lack after all ? 
She was educated and youthful though on the verge of forty. As for “ 
wealth and property suffice it to say that what she had inherited 
from her father was inexhaustible. With the half-empty cup in her 
hand she went and stood before the mirror on the dressing table. 
The hair had started turning grey at the corners of the ears. But her 
hair was still soft and glossy. The dark rings under the eyes were 
gradually becoming more prominent but they might disappear if 
she kept her mind free from morbid thoughts. 

Basanti finished her tea and hurriedly went to the bathroom. 
She had been neglecting her body for quite a long time, had never 
paid any attention to grooming. All the accessories for make-up 
were lying untouched on the dressing table. Her body was her own; 
why was she neglecting it unnecessarily ? 

She poured out the contents of ali the bottles of lavender 
into the bath-tub and had a long bath lathering herself with soap 
and alternately filling the tub with cold and hot water. Then she 
shampooed her tong silky hair and let it fall down her back. Her 
mind was intoxicated with a strange thrill as she sprayed sweet- 
smelling talcum powder all over her fair- complexioned body. 

After a lot of debate within herself she selected a deep blue 
sari and took it out of the trunk with a blouse to match. The silver 
zari border was still dazzting to the sight as if it were new. Though 
her father had given her the box of jewetlery which had belonged to 
her mother, she had never felt any inclination to open it even once 
till then. Now she suddenly took out that red velvet box lovingly, 
and selected a pair of bracelets studded with pearls, a necklace 
and a pair of ear-rings. She carefully made up her face and as she 
stole a look at her image in the mirror after lining her eyes with 
mascara, she was momentarily stunned. She never knew till then 
that she was So beautiful. 
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Thereafter the same old routine of sitting by the window 
looking out. How passive and monotonous was her life ! And so 
intolerable. Basanti sighed. How happy she would have been if 
she had to go to some place after all that adornment, a school or 
an office to earn her livelihood like Reena, Pramila and others like 
them. Overcome with exhaustion by slogging for a living they curse 
their fate and envy Basanti. But there was nobody to rejoice in her 
beauty and elegance. Reena could not boast of any beauty and 
Pramila was a slattern. But they were married and had children. 
And she herself had nothing in spite of her beauty, wealth and 
education. 

Once again her mind had rolled back to the same borbid 
thoughts. The new enthusiasm with which she had dressed up on 
the spur of the moment was being eroded by the past for quite 
some time without her being aware of it, 

On the other side of the railing the familiar blue sea stretched 
ahead to a distance where the eye cannot reach. Could the unruly 
mind be made to float away with the sea? Then epochs later 
sometimes, somewhere it could touch the horizon. 

The sunlight had become bright. People were returning after 
bathing in the sea clad in wet clothes. Modest young women were 
trying to cover their bodies with over-coats; thick saris or shawls. 
Some tourists were arguing with the boatmen over the fare. 

At a short distance a scantily clad youth was proceeding 
towards the sea with the object of taking a bath in it. The sunlight 
falling on his fair, completely uncovered back was making it look 
shiny. His gait was arrogant. His arms and the bare portions of his 
legs gave sufficient indication of a strong physique. Suddenly 
Basanti averted her face to gaze at her own reflection in the mirror 
from head to foot. Then she slowly descended the stairs on 
noiseless feet. Having reached the ground, she approached the 
youth with quick steps. 

Once quite close to him Basanti stumbled and yelled out. 
"Oh ! 1 am undone !" She sat down on the sand with her head resting 
on her knees. Her plan worked. The young man stopped and looked 
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back at her. Then he too knelt by her side quite close. His breath 
was falling on her cheeks. And very shortly he would probably extend 
his hands towards her feet. 

Basanti was waiting with bated breath. She did not have the 
courage to look up. She felt a strange thrill all over her body. 

“Let me see what has happened." 


Startled at the voice Basanti looked up. "Auntie !“ exclaimed 
the youth in front of her. He was Sounmitri, the son of her eldest 
brother. 

“What happened to you, auntie ? Where are you going at 
this hour ? Certainly not for a bath !" 

With great difficulty, Basanti composed herself and replied 
briefly. “It is nothing; you go ahead and have your bath." Then she 
returned to her house pretending to limp. The astonished Soumitri 
stood still for a minute to watch her movements. Then he turned 
back and proceeded towards the sea. 


That day Basanti spent the whole evening outside. Raghu 
and the maid servant were somewhat surprised at this deviation 
from her normal routine. At night when Raghu went to call her for 
dinner he found that she had bolted her room from inside and gone 
to sleep. He had been told not to disturb her when she was asleep. 
So he quietly returned. 

The following day even after the sun had risen from the sea 
Basanti's window remained closed. The first rays of the sun could 
not penetrate into the room to caress her body and retreated from 
the window, disappointed. Raghu came up with the morning tea 
and came back finding the door closed. 

The clock struck eight. Time was passing. Tension was 
mounting. Raghu could stand it no longer. When he broke the door 
open and entered the room he found that Basanti had left the 
madding crowd of this world behind and gone very far indeed. 

Gradually an inquisitive crowd gathered at Basanti's house. 
Leaving the maid servant to guard the entrance, Raghu rushed to 
the house of Basanti's brother to inform them of the calamity. 
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Not only her brother and sister-in-law but also other friends 
and relatives came. Only one question surfaced again and again in 
everybody's mind - to whom had Basanti bequeathed her vast 
movable and immovable properties ? The doctor whom Raghu had 
fetched opined that death was caused by some strong emotional 
upheaval. | 

Soumitri stood at the threshold absolutely speechless. He 
could not collect his thoughts; he was utterly confused. Just then 
his mother discovered an envelope lying on the table. Soumitri's 
name was written on it. She tore it open, took out a piece of paper 
from it and cried out. "See, Basanti has willed all her properties to 
Soumitri.” 


Casting a last look at the lovely face of his dead aunt, Soumitri 
silently retreated from the threshold. 


Ooo 
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The Non-starter Post Office 


The village Padmapur is bubbling with excitement these days. 
In every nook and corner groups of people are whispering and 
discussing something in a hush-hush manner. Anxiety is writ large 
on the face of everybody. Those who are not in the know of things 
might think that a tiger had been sighted near the village or the 
third World War is about to break out. it was as if a bombshell had 
been dropped there. 

The drum-beater repeatedly beating the drum on either side 
announced in a loud voice. “ A meeting will be held today in the 
evening at the Chowpathi in the verandah of Madhu Pradhan. The 
discussion will be about the post office; everybody in the village 
should attend the meeting." Again the beating of the drum. 

The group discussions were momentarily silenced. Fakir 
Mishra who lived in upper street was a knowledgeable person. 
Having passed matriculation from Cuttack last year he had come 
to stay in the village. There was nobody so highly educated either 
in that village or in the few villages in the vicinity. All people go to 
him for information and advice. Experienced and elderly people 
like Madhu Pradhan never look down upon Fakir. They feel nervous 
at his very sight. 

Fakir came forward to meet the drum-beater, " You Panua, 
who has asked you to go around beating the drum ? We don't 
know anything about Madhu Pradhan or of any meeting. If you are 
interested in your own welfare, stop this drum-beating and go home 
like a good boy.” 

Panua was not one to be scared. He was an old servant of 
Madhu Pradhan - extremely loyal to him. He strode up to Fakir with 
quick steps, saying, " What did you say, Fakir baboo ? That! should 
not beat the drum ? Is this village your property ?" 

Fakir on his part took off the towel draped over his shoulder, 
tied it firmly around his waist and shouted. 
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“ So the low-caste youth has started talking big things !" 

Panua put the drum down and braced himself for a fight. 
" Yes, yes, 1 am. | am speaking boldly, sir. But you don't know the 
strength of this low-caste youth." 

A crowd had collected at the spot. Fakir was beside himself 
with anger. Seeing that the heated exchange of words was going 
to culminate in a fight, the villagers intervened and put an end to 
the quarrel. Panua picked up .his drum and proceeded on his way 
beating it as before. Fakir was bristling with anger. Madan tried to 
pacify him, saying, " For shame, brother ! You stoop to quarrel with 
that fellow ?" 

This was an eye-opner for Fakir to understand his own 
position. He was not a little embarrassed by the villagers witnessing 
his altercation with Panua. So he immediately remarked," That 
Madhu Pradhan, has become a self-styled dictator.... Tell me, 
Madan, does he know anything about Post Office ? But he has the 
audacity to call a meeting at his chowpathi." 

Madan iaughed: “ Don't you know, brother, the Post Master 
General has arrived at our village this morning ? He is staying at 
the house of Madhu Pradhan. My hunch is that he has called this 
meeting." 

Fakir was somewhat subdued, He realised that it was not 
the time to rage and quarrel. He himself had tried hard to get a 
Post Office for the village. He had met and talked to many people 
to collect their signatures, gone to Cuttack spending money from 
his own pocket and pursued the matter. And now those villagers 
were taking steps to make that old recluse the post master 
obstructing his ptans. No, he would not let that happen while there 
was breath in his body. He would expose everything before the 
Post Master General that very day. Let it be known how clever the 
old recluse was. 

He told Madan. "“ You know, Madan, this is a good 
coincidence. The doctor has prescribed what that patient wanted. 
Let us collect everybody and go to attend it. There before the Post 
Master General, it will be decided who is more intelligent." 
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Madan nodded, " You are right, brother. | shall reach there 
with our supporters. Can that old recluse be a match for you ? Like 
the king and the clown ! " Fakir had promised Madan since long 
that if he became the Post Master he would appoint Madan as a 
postman. Madan immediately set out to collect the people. 

By evening all people had gathered at the chowpathi. A 
petromax light suspended from a bamboo pole at the centre, lit up 
the chowpathi as if it were day. The Post Master General was sitting 
on a chair at the centre. Young women of the village, having finished 
their cooking early, had gathered on the verandah of Madhu Pradhan 
while the old women were sitting in the backyard with their legs 
stretched gossipping among themselves. 

The meeting started. The Post Master General stood up and 
said, " the Government has sanctioned a Post Office for this village. 
But ! have received a large number of petitions indicating that there 
is acute rivalry and infighting among the villagers as to who should 
become the Post master. Unless there is a solution to this problem, 
the post office can't be started here. That is the purpose for which 
I have called you all to this meeting.” 

Fakir got up and said. " Sir, | have put in a lot of effort to get 
this post office sanctioned. You can ask the villagers. | have passed 
matriculation. People will be unhappy if | am not appointed as the 
Post Master." 

The Post Master General smiled and said, " alright". Sarat, 
the son of the old recluse, was a teacher in the village minor school. 
Their house had been gutted by fire twice and they had lost 
everything. There were many mouths to feed in the family which 
included his parents, wife and children. With his salary, they could 
not make both ends meet. So he was trying to get his father 
appointed as the Post Master. Sarat got up and said," Sir, running 
the post office is not child's play. Can this responsibility be entrusted 
to such green horns ? If you would appoint my father..." 

“Before he had finished speaking, Madan shouted. " Yes, yes, 
the deaf old man wit! shoulder the responsibility nicely... with one 
foot in the grave...” 
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Sarat's supporters surged forward, shouting, " Who called him 
a deaf old man ?" Madan too rushed forward with his gang. In spite 
of the Post Master General's attempts to stop the fight, both sides 
traded abuses and were about to assault each other. Apprehending 
danger to himself, the Post Master General retreated from the place. 
Pradhan got up and left for his house. His ninety-year old 
mother was sitting with her legs stretched out. Her voice was heard 
from the backyard. " What was decided in the meeting, son ?" 
Pradhan said, " Nothing, mother. This village can not have a 
post office.” 


Oo0 
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The Telegram 


"Ting, ting, ting .....” 

As usual she dashed to the verandah on hearing the cycle 
bell ring. Standing near the door she enquired, "What is it 2" 

The telegraph peon was lost in his own thoughts. But his 
response had to be matter of fact. "Tell Babu there is a telegram", 
he replied briefly. Having heard the word ‘telegram' Sura Babu too 
had come out of the drawing room to the verandah. White going in 
with the telegram, she asked her father. “What is it, father ?". 

Father was silent. After a long time he said, "We have to 
leave today." 

She was a girl of about fifteen; good looking with a sweet 
name - Jyotsna. No defect could be detected in her appearance 
from head to foot. Still ..... 

She lacked the most precious asset of human life. Having 
been the victim of a terrible disease in early childhood she had lost 
her memory. She could not think of anything or understand anything. 

She used to say, "Mother, | shall cook today. You go and 
rest." Her elder sister Bulu cutting vegetables would say with an 
angry look. 

" Go away , idiot child ! She is going to cook !" 

She would come back laughing. She would not feel hurt or 
angry. She would tell her father." | want a sari like sister's. She 
does not allow me to use her powder. Buy one for me.” 

Her father would just smile. He wanted to make her happy 
but was reluctant to waste money. She would not ask for it again. 
Whatever she raid she would forget immediately. 

Her mother was worried. The girl was incapable of doing 
anything. Her father decided to entrust the work of collecting letters 
and reporting who had come to the verandah to her. 

Jo was happy with that. Whenever she heard some one 
calling or the ringing the cycle bell she would run to the verandah. 


The Triangle and Other Selected Stories of Nandini Satpathy NH 63 


Digitized by PPRACHIN, SOA 


She would forget her meals. Her brothers and sisters would make 
fun of her and say, "How can such a big girl run like this !" 

She paid no need to what anybody said. 

X X X X X 

Her father had been transferred. The telegram had come 
directing him to report at his new place of posting immediately. But 
his wife was not keeping well. So she could not go with him. Finally 
Sura Babu {eft with his eldest son and two daughters. 

The eldest daughter and second son stayed back with their 
mother. Nobody wanted Jo to go with her father. He would be put 
to a lot of trouble because of her unreasonable demands and her 
incapacity to understand anything. If she saw a marriage procession 
pass by, she wouid say." Get me married this very minute." 

Preparations started for their departure. The luggage had 
beer packed. Jo was watching everything silently. The carriage 
had come to the entrance to take them. When they all went to 
board the carriage they found that Jo was lying under it holding on 
to a wheel. 

It was an unexpected difficult situation. She let go her hold 
on the wheel after many threats and admonitions but obstinately 
insisted upon going with them. She wept and threw a tantrum, After 
a lot of arguments it was agreed that she would be taken along 
with them. 

Jo happily jumped into the carriage. 

Her mother was standing near the door, tears raining from 
her eyes. She cupped the face of her eldest son in her hand and 
said, “How unfortunate is my Jo ! You must not neglect her, son. 
There is no knowing what she might do if she is beaten or 
restrained.” 

The carriage moved ..... 

Jo was very happy as she took her seat in- the train. After 
eating rasgolas her joy knew no bounds. 

X X XxX X X 

Getting down from the red cycle, the peon called out. "Take 
the telegram". Jo came, took it and ran into the house. “Father, 
telegram. We shal! board the train again and have fun." 
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Sura Babu's heart missed a beat. Why another telegram ? 
Jo gazed at her father. Why was he looking worried ? After ali they 
were to travel by train. Somehow only the thought of travelling by 
train was in her mind. 

Sura Babu called his eldest son and said, "your mother is 
seriously ill. We have to leave today itself.” 

Once again they started packing up. Jo cried on hearing 
that her mother was ill. But the next moment she had forgotten it. 

For her a telegram meant only one thing - to sit in the train. 
So on that day also she was happy thinking of that. 

But Sura Babu was not prepared to take her. The situation 
at home was pretty bad. Taking her there would make it much worse. 

Her aunt who was there proposed keeping Jo with her. Sura 
Babu, however, did not like to leave her alone with her aunt. Finally 
it was decided that all the children would stay back with their aunt 
at that place. 

Sura Babu took his seat in the horse drawn carriage while 
the aunt's daughter Nini detained Jo with her and kept her engaged 
by talking to her. Everybody knew that he coutd not leave if Jo was 
with him. The carriage left soon after. Jo ran into the house and 
found that her father was not to be seen. 

She immediately rushed to the verandah and spotted her 
father inside the carriage at a distance. Thinking only of getting 
into the train, she ran after the cart. 

Everybody in the house shouted to her to come back. But 
she paid no attention to them. Her brother too ran after her. 

Running all the way she reached the station. The train had 
already started moving. Jo could not control herself. She rushed 
towards the compartment. 

Thinking only of the joy of sitting in the train, she did not 
think of any danger or obstacle. Her brother ran after her and tried 
to catch hold of her. His mother's pathetic appeal at the time of 
leaving the house echoed in his mind. in her hurry to climb into the 
compartment Jo slipped and fell under the train. 

Her brother dashed forwarded to catch her. But it was too 
late. The moving train passed crushing her chest under its wheels. 
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The Refugee 


Why such bustle and commotion in that unimportant little- 
known station that day ? The sands and stones on the hilly ground 
seemed to ask one another. 

"Where from had so many children, men and women, both 
young and old, come to this God-forsaken place ?” 


The bamboos emerging from inside the tea-shop housed in 
a mud-hut seemed to proclaim with a mocking laugh. "Very soon 
some of them will come and stay in thatched huts under me. 
I know all that !" 


The pebbles on the hilly track gazed at the bamboos with 
envy. Really how fortunate are those bamboos ! 

Amar crossed the threshold of the tea shop, leading by the 
hand his blind old mother and his eighteen -year old, newly-widowed 
sister Lata. “Can we get some tea just now, sir ?" 

The owner of the shop Sanu Sahu was shaken out of his 
drowsiness. The visitor must be a rich man from another province. 
His eyes lit up with hope and joy. Watching that even in the 
glimmering light Amar was not only embarrassed at but also 
irritated. 

"Yes, you will get tea, Babu. Please sit down." Sanu replied 
in a voice full of hope pushing a broken stool and a tin box towards 
the visitors. 

Very cautiously the three of them positioned themselve on 
those seats and huddled together. While casting his enquirying 
eyes over the tins and vessels in the shop, Amar said that they 
came from Khulna. 

Sitting down after serving tea, Sanu started chatting. "Babu 
you have come after visiting Charbatia and Chowdwar Mill ? 
it is a good place - spacious and airy. All comforts are available in 
the city but can such fresh air be purchased for money ?" 
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Amar looked at that simple man with pitying eyes and said, 
“No, we are refugees coming from Howrah." 

Refugee ! Even when the word was uttered by himself it hit 
Amar on the chest like a bullet. 

Yes, they had come to India for refuge - homeless, penniless, 
separated from their kith and kin. Amar composed himself and 
clarified trying to remove the doubts from the mind of Sanu Sahu 
staring at him with inquisitive eyes. 

“Did the Muslims invade your house ?" Sanu asked. 

Amar narrated his story. There were fifty houses in one colony 
which belonged to both Hindus and Muslims. There was turmoil all 

“around. But they had remained safe for two days under the 
protection of two Muslim friends of his father. Amar and Lata were 
not in favour of leaving home. Cherishing the ideals which both of 
them had imbibed like innumerable young men and women of 
Bengal they were thinking that there was a third factor which had 
brought about the rift between the two communities; that was their 
economic condition. 

But they were thrown in a state of utter confusion on the day 
they were betrayed by one friend of their father whom he had loved 
dearly and another helped them to escape with whatever they should 
salvage out of their belongings. Why such marked difference 
between two individuals who practised the same religion and were 
similarly placed ? 

Amar's father and brother-in-law had been brutally murdered 
in his absence. Unable to witness it his mother had pierced both 
her eyes with her own hands. And thereafter.... Amar could not 
describe what was done to his mother and sister. A rain of tears fell 
from Lata's dim eyes. With a feeble cry, the blind mother threw 
herself on her son's chest. 

Sanu Sahu {et out a sigh of deep sorrow. 

Rows and rows of huts constructed with mud and bamboos, 
very small and quite dark. That was the refugee colony. Families 
from different villages were living together as if one big family had 
come leaving behind all their possessions and loved ones for good. 
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All were equal in sorrow. Poverty had wiped out ali differences from 
their minds. The aim and object of all was only one-survival. 

Lata was standing before the doctor. She asked for medicine. 
Her mother was running high temperature for the last four days. 
The doctor looked up. The khadar-clad gentleman sitting by his 
side also looked at her. After briefly ascertaining the symptoms the 
doctor gave Lata the medicines and also a bottle of milk and sugar 
without her asking for them. His eyes and face clearly indicated his 
evil intentions. Lata understood but she came back with a look of 
helplessness. 

The called her back and said. " Come tomorrow and teli me 
how she is. " 

Amar was not at home. He had gone to Cuttack to look for a 
job. Lata would go to the dispensary every day. The doctor used to 
give her many things-whether she wanted them or not. Two men 
sitting by his side would smile. The doctor too would smile-a smile 
of victory. Driven by poverty and want, Lata would reluctantly accept 
everything in silence. 

It was past ten in the night. Her mother's condition had 
worsened. Lata set out to see the doctor. The dispensary was at a 
short distance. But the road was lonely and deserted. Who would 
accompany her at such an odd hour ? 

” Lata, where are you going so late in the night ?" Startled on 
hearing this she looked back. There stood those two men she had 
seen at the dispensary who had once lectured to the refugees about 
the problems of the country. There was a repulsive leer in their 
faces. Fear gripped Lata's heart. She replied timidly that she was 
going to the dispensary. 

" So today you are going to spend the night with the doctor." 
One of them said with a mocking laugh which pierced Lata's breast 
and heart. “ Shut up, you scoundrel,” she screamed with rage and 
indignation. 


Before she could utter another word the other had clamped 
his hand over her mouth 
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Amar returned to the camp the next morning. People were 
standing near this dormitory. He pushed his way through the crowd 
and went in. His blind mother was lying down clinging to a pillar at 
the entrance. Blood from a cut on her head had dripped to her 
cheeks and clotted. There was no life in her body. Lata was not to 
be seen. 

A child came running and informed Amar that Lata had gone 
to the dispensary the previous night and did not return. The old 
woman groping her way in the darkness after getting up from the 
bed had collided with the pole and fallen. People had come to the 
spot in the morning. 

After that nobody had seen Amar in the refugee camp. 


OOo 
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The Inauguration 


If only the day would come to an end ! The suspense and 
excitement which filled Puna's mind increased as the appointed 
time came nearer and nearer. Within the house were certain things- 
few in number and very ordinary. Some cooking pans and small 
mud pots. The pots contained pieces of salted dried mangoes, 
handfuls of mandia grains and broken rice. These were kept on a 
wooden shelf in the wall by Puna. Having arranged them she would 
step back, take a good look and re-arrange them. 

She had got up at midnight and polished the entire house 
with red coloured mud and decorated it by drawing designs with 
white rice paste. The house was just a room. That was all sania 
had left for her. 

Sania's memory flooded her mind with emotion. Puna's eyes 
were moist. Four years of marriage were past in no time like reams. 
They were poor and lacked many necessities but she had never 
seen the smile vanish from Sania's face even when he was hungry 
half the time. He used to slog like a donkey for the whole day to 
earn just eight annas. The five-foot tall man was soon reduced to 
skin and bones. Consumed by a deadly disease for three months 
he had died vomiting blood. Where could she get medicine when 
there was no money even for diet ? 

Puna thought of her own savings. She was earning a daily 
wage of two rupees and had some money with her. One day a lady 
had taken her to the post office and opened an account in her 
name. Now she herself goes to the post office every month and 
deposits her savings in her account. Ah ! If only Sania had been 
alive now ! They would have lived happily on her earnings. And 
treatment and medicines are available free of cost. 

She remembered the day Sulei's husband Raghu was sent 
to the hospital by the company for treatment. When they feft the 
manager had given a good amount to Sutei for purchase of 
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medicines. Nobody had expected that Raghu would get well and 
come back. But after four months Raghu had returned and started 
working. He had put on weight and was stronger. Watching him 
Puna's heart had cracked with pain. 

“ Why all this new decoration on your door step ?" Startled 
by that question Puna looked back. A few men were standing behind 
her and observing the rangoli patterns attentively. From her 
imagination, Puna had drawn an elaborate design of a dam across 
the river and electric lines drawn from it to houses in the nearby 
villages; factories big and small all around; a school and hospital in 
her own village and children going to school wearing clean white 
shirts and half-pants. What Puna had conjured up in her mind was 
depicted on the verandah of her house. 

The men were al! staring at it - so was Puna. She was herself 
surprised and fascinated by her creation. 

" Why didn't you raise a garden in front of your house ?" One 
of the men said with a smile. 

Puna said somewhat bashfutly." 1 want to but where is the 
space, sir ? Still | have drawn a big park in which children can roam 
and play." 

There was indeed a park in the township. she had designed 
with swings, slides and whirl-around for children. Everywhere there 
were etectric poles and bulbs shedding light. 

"Well, she had prepared the master plan of a town", one of 
the men remarked." 

“ Certainly, has anybody bothered to find out that there is 
hidden engineering talent in some of these people ?" labour leader 
Santosh Babu said immediately. 

Puna could not understand what they were saying. But she 
was embarrassed by all of them standing outside her house so 
long. She could not request them to sit because there was nothing 
in the house except a mat to offer as seat. 

Noticing her distress, Santosh Babu said, " Don't worry; we 
just came to tell you something and are leaving at once." 
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The Chief Engineer, his immediate junior and their union 
leader- what work could they have with her ? Puna's big eyes grew 
bigger with wonder. And on that particular day when a lot of things 
had to be organised, those people had come and were standing 
outside her house. But why ? 

Interrupting her thoughts the Chief Engineer in-charge of 
the hydro-electrical project said, " you must be aware that for the 
inaugural function today we had invited Prime Minister Nehru." 

" Has he refused to come ?" Puna enquired in a distressed 
tone. Her face turned pensive. Would all the ‘efforts and 
arrangements be in vain ? 

Santosh Babu laughed. “ No, no, he will certainly come. But 
it is his desire that somebody from among the workers who had 
sweated their blood out for successful completion of this project 
should inaugurate it. You have been working here from the very 
beginning. So you inaugurate it today." 

Puna felt as if she had fallen from the sky. She had witnessed 
and heard about many inaugurations. It was the job of Ministers 
and V.1.P.s as she knew. What was this novel idea ? 

Puna had forgotten her own existence as she made her way 
through the big crowd and stood near the Prime Minister in the 
bustle and commotion of the blowing of conches and other 
auspicious sounds. Gradually all faces were turned in one direction 
and all eyes focused on one face - a smiling benign face. " Pandit 
Nehru Ki Jai ~ echoed from all sides. Within Puna's mind was a 
vacuum; She could not think of anything. She did not know what 
she was going to do. She approached the hand extended towards 
her like one in a trance. Her look was fixed on that handsome 
radiant face. From behind that face the familiar faces of some lost 
ones like Sania, Madhu Bhoi, Bajia Bhoi appeared - smiling, rejoicing 
in the honour given to Puna, in-the enormous prospects of the 


future. Trembling from head to foot, Puna touched her forehead to 
the earth. 


UoO0 
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Babuli 


Babuli is very clever. He is only a child but has the intelligence 
of seven adults. He has learnt many songs and committed to 
memory many English words. He also knows what is happening all 
over the world. All friends and relatives who visit his house are full 
of praise for Babuli. 

Rabi Babu's aunt Lekha was the mother of Madan. Last year 
she had gone to Cuttack and seen the Dussera celebrations there. 
She stayed at the house of Rabi Babu for two days. " Have you 
started learning, son ?" She asked Babuli one day. 

"I have learnt many things “, Babuli replied gravely. But when 
she asked him to recite a common Oriya lyric, Babuli was silent. 
His mother Anima smiled at her son but the old owman was 
somehow displeased. To save the situation Anima said,” you see, 
auntie, he has not learnt those ancient Oriya songs. He knows 
English nuersery rhymes. Recite one, Babuli."” 

Babuli started reciting slowly. 

“ Ding, dong bell 

Pussy is in the well.” 

The oid woman who could not understand English, 
exclaimed. “ Well done ! Has the child learned so much English at 
this tender age ? God give him long life. He will bring fame and 
pride to your family.” 

The proud mother Anima smiled. 

Rabi Babu and Anima used to argue a lot about what Babuli 
should become when he grew up. Anima used to say, “He will 
become a great scientist like Eienstin. | could not get proper 
education. My father got me married after | passed 1.Sc. But | shall 
certainly make my son a scientist." 

Rabi would laugh and say," Remember, he is my son, | want 
him to become a writer; Just like Bernard Shaw. Haven't you marked 
his exceptional play of words even now ? 
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Anima would shout back. "Don't put forward your clerkish 
ideas. Can he earn his livelihood by becoming a writer ? Slogging 
like a donkey, the man cannot meet the household expenses. On 
top of that his desire is to make his son also poor !" 

Rabi would be silenced by this blow to his self-respect. True, 
he was only a clerk but did he bring up Babuli like the son of a 
clerk ? Why was Anima hurting him again and again by throwing it 
in his face that he was a mere clerk ? He would get up and leave in 
a huff. The discussion would come to an abrupt end and Babuli's 
future would remain undecided. 

Every month on pay-day Anima would personally go to the 
market and and buy clothes for Babuli. When any fresh stock of 
fashionable dresses come to the market Babuli was sure to get a 
piece out of that. Every day she would dress him up smartly and 
make him stand on the verandah. The children playing on the street, 
covered all over with dust, would all stare at him. 

One of them would some times muster up courage and ask, 
” Babuli would you come and play with us ?" 

Babuli would look at his mother with imploring eyes. Anima 
would shriek. " For shame, how can he play with you in the dust 
wearing such a costly dress ?" She would go in, after repeatedly 
admonishing Babuli not to get down from the verandah. 

Babuli would stand there watching the kids at play. They 
were having great fun playing together. They were rolling on the 
sand and swinging on the butlock-carts. If only he could join them ! 
Babuli's body, imprisoned in the costly dress would betome restless. 
He would feel like tearing up the dress, throw it away and dash to 
the ground, naked. The next moment he would remember that if 
he took off his shirt his mother would scold him; if he went down to 
the street she would give him a beating. So he would stand there 
quietly. 

One day during tunch Babuli told his mother. “Mom, get me 
black pants like the one Bipin has." | 

“Why do you want that ?", Anima asked him. 


“If | wear that I can play with those children. It will not get 
dirty like these clothes." 
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Anima said. "They are all poor, rolling on the ground, half- 
naked. Children from etite families do not behave like that.” 

"Why did we become elite, mom ?", Babuli asked 
immediately. 

Anima laughed and said, “your father is highly educated, ! 
am educated. You too have learnt a lot. Those who are educated 
get rich and become elite." 

Babuli kept quiet as if he had understood everything she 
said. But Anima found thereafter that Babuli would not come if she 
called him for teaching. If he was asked to recite he would say." ! 
have forgotten." He was always standing on the veranda brooding 
over something. Anima was worried. "Such an intelligent child; he 
has been spoilt completely by watching the play of the street urchins. 
He is not at all willing to learn anything now." she complained to 
Rabi. 

"Why don't you allow him to play a little ?" Rabi ventured to 
say. 

_Anima flared up. “ What did you say ? Babuli will play with 
those stupid low-class urchins ? Do you want him to become a 
rickshaw-puller or a pick-pocket ?" 

Just then Babuli came running into the room and Anima 
screamed as if she had seen a ghost. "What is this ? How did you 
get all this dust on your body ? Where is your new sailor suit ? 
Whose dirty pants are you wearing ?" 

Frightended by his mother's look and the volley of questions 
she fired at him, Babuli ran to his father for protection. Rabi pulled 
him up to his lap and wiping off the dust from his body, asked him. 
" What did you do with your shirt, son ?" 

Babuli said fearfully, "Mummy said that | should not play in 
the dust wearing good clothes So | have given my dress to Bipin 
and made him sit on our veranda. Wearing his pants, | was playing 
in the sand. He has not soiled my dress, father. Shall | get it and 
show you ?" 

Babuli ran back to the varenda. 

Rabi could not help smiling at the angry look in Anima's eyes. 
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The Commemoration Meeting 


Unnoticed by everybody Biswajit Babu entered the meeting 
hall and took his seat in a corner. It was the death anniversary of 
Sharma, the great artist of Orissa, Biswajit had known Sharma for 
a very long time. Forced by circumstances Biswajit had found his 
livelihood in his art. But for Sharma art was a matter of pride and 
ego. 

On his death-bed, Sharma had told him. "Listen, Biswajit 
Babu, I do not care if | am to die. But do not ask me to commercialise 
my art.” 

Biswajit kept quiet, Sharma had a one track mi nd. He would 
go without food for days together but would not mention it to anybody. 
He would daw the protrait of somebody and would not accept even 
a present from him, not to mention payment. With this attitude he 
had to starved for many days and had been bed-ridden many times 
unknown to anybody and uncared for. Still he never looked to 
anybody for compassion. 

After some time Biswajit ventured to say,” Do you know, 
Sharma, government has a scheme for giving pension to artists in 
distress. You write an application and { shall get it sanctioned by 
the Minister.” 

Sharma laughed. The contempt in his laughter still echoes 
in the ears of Biswajit. “Thank you for your sympathy. Biswajit. From 
whom should { beg for help in my distress introducing myself as an 
artist in a state which has not recognised me as one ? You may 
speak to the Minister. But tell me, brother, is not death a thousand 
times better than begging for help, sacrificing art ?" 

Sharma actually died without getting treatment or medicines. 
To-day is Sharma's death anniversary. Biswajit wanted to laugh 
just as Sharma had laughed that day. . 

A big crowd had collected in the meeting hall. On the dais 
was a small portrait of Sharma with a faded garland of white flowers 
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on it. The organisers could not even get a big-sized picture of one 
whose works had enriched the country's treasure-trove of paintings. 
Biswajit's thoughts were suddenly arrested by the silence in the 
hall Capturing the attention of everybody the Chief Minister entered 
the hall accompanied by other V.1.Ps. He was to preside over the 
function. 

Adorned with a string of camphor beads and a thick garland 
of fresh-blown blossoms the Chief Minister took his seat on the 
dais. The meeting hall vibrated with the clapping of hands. It 
appeared to Biswajit that the hazy picture of Sharma was gradually 
becoming more and more hazy. 

Startled by the touch of a hand, Biswaijit looked around. "Here 
is the poet", some one said, Biswajit made room for the poet near 
him and said sorrowfully. "You too here ? Perhaps you have also 
come to pay homage to the immorta! soul of Sharma.” 

The poet understood the agony of Biswajit. He said, "No, 
Biswajit Babu; like you I too have come as a silent spectator of this 
farce. Now look at the dais.” 

Biswajit fixed his: gaze on the dais. Professor Panda had 
started his eloquent speech. " Though I have never met Sharma, 
yet | have come to know of his talent and greatness from many 
sources. When the Honourable Chief Minister sent for me and 
requested me to prepare the list of artists of the state, | had included 
Sharma's name in it. In the paper | read in the inter-state literary 
conference as the representative of this state. |! had referred to 
Sharma as a great artist of Orissa ..." 

After giving full vent to his eloquence for about five minutes 
the Professor resumed his seat. Thereafter many important 
speakers referring to Sharma delivered speeches on their own 
virtues and achievements. His mind full of grief and indignation 
Biswajit would have climbed into the dais and dragged them down 
one by one. Controlling himself with great difficulty, he told the poet, 
" See how the people who had not even gone to see Sharma just 
once when he was bed-ridden are now capitalising on his name for 
their own publicity.” 
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In his anger and intolerance Biswajit was about to leave the 
hall. The poet putled him back to his seat, saying, "Sit down, Biswajit 
Babu. You have not yet heard the president's speech. He is the 
greatest lover and patron of art and artists ! His magazine will carry 
a special feature on Sharma tomorrow. Listen to the homage to 
Shama by the helmsman of this state before you leave. "Biswajit 
was forced to resume his seat. 

The Chief Minister began his speech. His voice was choked 
as he expressed his deep sorrow on the demise of Sharma. 
Pressing his hand-kerchief of his eyes, he continued, "It is true that 
Sharma is no more in this world but his art will be preserved as an 
invaluable treasure in the archives of this country. Many have said 
in their speeches that Sharma had died without getting treatment. 
This happened because our people have not learnt to honour artists. 
Such a great man was living in our midst and nobody made any 
attempt to provide for him ! Our government has a scheme to grant 
pension to artists in distress. Even that was not taken advantage of 
in his case. If the department concerned had been informed of his 
plight in time they would have enquired into the matter and made 
proper arrangements. But we got no time even to look into the 
matter. 

“What was to happen has happened. Now it is necessary to 
preserve the memory of Sharma. The people concerned should 
pay attention to this. Today ! can see concern for art everywhere. | 
am donating fifty rupees on the spot to the memorial fund.” 

The meeting hail immediately echoed with applause. 
Thereafter, the president spoke at length on his acquaintance with 
the artist and his generosity to Sharma. 

Biswajit and the poet came away. Both were silent for a long 
time. Then Biswajit asked the poet,” Could not something be done 
for Sharma by important people like you ? At least you could have 
put in a word to the Minister.” 

The poet smiled sadly. "It seems you have been highly 
impressed with the Minister's speech. Do we matter to him ? Still 
we had gone to him. ! was not alone; two renowned writers had 
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accompanied me. We waited outside the room of this very Minister 
for three long hours. We were thoroughly drenched in rain. Still we 
could not meet him. He sent word from inside."! shall consider their 
request. Now they can go." The three of us looked at one another 
for a few moments and came back weighed down by shame and 
sorrow.” 

After silently listening to everything he said, Biswajit let out a 
deep sigh and said. "From Ministers to business man who cares 
for art ? Let this country go to hell." 

While getting lost in the crowd the poet said, "It is better that 
it does.” 


oOo0 
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The Vast Sky 


Rita's voice was full of pathos as she called " Subrat !" But 
Subrat did not look back. He lay curled up on one edge of the bed 
like an innocent child. In the well decorated single bed room of the 
small flat Rita continued to gaze at the reclining Subrat with surpnse 
and despair in her eyes. 

All the lights in the house had been switched off. By the side 
of the bed a small lamp emitted dim blue light. In that dim light 
handsome, healthy Subrat looked like a prince in a dream world. 

But what is this ? Like the prince in the fairy tale some 
enchantress had touched him ! On the days pilot Subrat returned 
home after a flight he was a different man altogether. In his eyes 
was the reflection of the infinite sky in which nothing and nobody of 
the earth had a place. And no voice could penetrate the deep ocean 
in his heart. 

He would have no inclination to eat and great reluctance to 
talk. Without even changing his dress he would be reclining on the 
sofa like a statue. Then after a lot of cooxing and goading by Rita, 
Subrat would hurriedly change his dress and take refuge in the 
bed. 

Was he infatuated with some air hostress ? Rita, beautiful 
and educated, had been posing this question to herself ever since 
she got married to Subrat. How could she express her misgivings 
to others ? 

She had analysed her own actions and behaviour 
meticulously. May be she had unwittingly committed some blunder 
which had resulted in such harsh indifference on the part of her 
newly-married husband. She had taken great pains to find out his 
tastes- but from whom ? In the big city neither she nor Subrat had 
any relatives. So who could apprise her of his tastes ? He himself 
lived in another world ! Most of the time Subrat seemed oblivious 
of the fact that another human being lived in that house. 
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But now and then rays of hope woutd emerge from the cloudy 
sky. "Ritu, | like meat cooked in ghee without spices and condiments. 
Do you know my mother used to cook meat only in that way 7" 

Rita would sit near him with great hope of hearing something 
more. But Subrat would abruptly become silent. All her attempts to 
hear more on the subject would be in vain. 

Subrat did not keep in touch with any friends or relatives. 
When other employees of the Airlines were enjoying themselves in 
singing, dancing and dining Subrat would be silently reading a book. 
But nobody could dub him as unsociable. If any friend or colleague 
came to the house there would be no limit to his hospitality. He 
himself did not talk much but would listen to everything with great 
interest. Those were the only moments of happiness for Rita. She 
would then feel that Subrat was a fun-loving person -alive and 
kicking. Because of that she was always hoping for visitors. 

But why should people come to their house when they 
themselves never paid a visit to anybody even as a matter of ordinary 
courtesy ? She had made several attempts to go out with him and 
look up their friends. But all in vain. Without giving a flat denial he 
would avoid going out on some pretext or other. So the number of 
friends had been dwindling and had almost become zero. She was 
weighed down with.shame and sorrow by this indifference on his 
part. A year had passed and her patience was worn out. She rushed 
to the |.A.C. Manager and sought his help narrating all about Subrat's 
peculiar behaviour. 

But what the Manager told her brought no end to her despair. 
After collecting information from all sources he told Rita that Subrat 
was not involved with any woman. In fact he was even reluctant to 
talk to the Air Hostesses. When the plane of Pilot Subrat took off 
and was about to lose itself in the sky like a small bird he would 
forget alt his surroundings. His beautiful dark eyes would be fixed 
on the infinite blue sky. His frends and colleagues were full of praise 
for him. 

X X xX X X 

That morning Subrat went through his daily rituals in a routine 
manner. Having sipped his tea in bed he was taking off his dressing 
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gown and crooning some song from a film. 

Rita entered the room and handed him the towel, saying. "l 
have kept hot water in the bath room". She too had got into the 
habit of talking to him mechanically. But while she was leaving the 
room Subrat pressed his hands on her shoulders and turned her 
towards him. Then he smiled and said "Why such tremendous hurry 
to send me away ? Are you to go somewhere or is anybody 
expected ?" 

Rita flared up. Forcibly detaching his hands from her 
shoulders she cried. "You uncivilised character ! Is everybody like 
you ?" 

That much was enough to make Subrat to withdraw into his 
shell like a tortoise With a frowning face he proceeded to the bath- 
room grating his slippers on the floor. 

Rita felt wretched. Running after Subrat she caught hold of 
his hand. Without looking back Subrat asked in a choked voice. 
“What did you say ? It seemed that there were tears in his eyes 
and he was trying to hide them from her. 

" { was at fault. Please forgive me. Come on, come back to 
the drawing room. This is off day for you.” Rita went and stood 
before him. 

Subrat pulled her to him with both hands. Two big drops of 
tears from his eyes feel on her hair. He came back- not to the 
drawing room but to the bed room. 

Though Rita could not make out the reason for this 
inexplicable display of emotion on the part of Subrat his mere 
presence was very pleasing to her. So she quietly kept sitting by 
his side. Subrat still had his arm around her waist. But what was 
reflected in the pupil of his eye was not her image but the deep 
shadow of the infinite sky. His look was lost in the void. 

Gradually the silence became unbearable to Rita. She was 
also distracted by the steadily increasing commotion outside. She 
wanted to wrench herself free from his embrace. But Subrat was 
quite oblivious of that as if he was in deep meditation. 

The door bell was ringing. Subrat was starlted. Rita, now 
released from his hold, went to open the door. This had happened 
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many times before. Subrat trying to say something could not utter 
anything. Rita too did not have unlimited patience to wait for his 
words. 

When she retumed to the bed room with the envelope in her 
hand she still found Subrat sitting on the cot motionless. He simply 
extended his hand to take the letter. Rita took out the letter from 
the envelope and held it before his eyes. 

Subrat looked nonplussed as he read the letter. Rita was 
closely observing this surprising reaction on his part. She was also 
rejoicing a little within herself. So Subrat was not totally indifferent 
towards her. 

No, no; It is impossible ! Subrat screamed. The fetter slipped 
down from his hand. Rita picked it up and queried "What is 
impossible ? My going ?" 

"Yes, Ritu. You cannot go. I will not allow you to go by plane. 
You will be lost, Ritu; you will be lost." He had gripped her hands 
like one gone mad. His big eyes were full of tears. 

Rita was speechless, staring at that expert pilot. Why was 
he forbidding her to travel by plane ? 

Subrat too looked at her. Composing himself to some extent 
he said, " You must be wondering why this man who is taking 
hundreds of passengers on long flights is objecting to your travelling 
by plane. You know ! lost my mother in a plane crash. She was 
really lost, Rita. We could not get even her body. | will not allow you 
to be lost like that; never.” 

Rita had heard about the death of his mother. But Subrat 
used to get so upset at any reference to his mother that she never 
had the courage to ask to him anything more about her. 

Subrat was saying. "My mother used to travel a lot by plane 
to other places in the country and to foreign countries. On most of 
those occasions 1! used to go to the airport to see her off. When her 
plane would take off and touch the sky my baby heart used to crack 
with grief. Everything used to appear hazy to my tear-filled eyes as 
I retumed home with my father.” 
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That was normal. Any child would be grieved at parting from 
the mother. One cannot see any novelty in it. Yet Rita was listening 
attentively. The silent man had become eloquent for the first time. 

"And do you know that in those days | wanted to become a 
pilot and take my mother in my plane so that she would not go 
anywhere leaving me behind. My mother too used to encourage 
me a lot in this plan. 

"That day too |! had gone to the airport to see her off. She 
was going away for quite some days. | felt tears surging up within 
me but | was ashamed to weep. Somehow that day my mother too 
was unusually grave and looked very pale as if overcome with some 
great sorrow. Before she left she silently took me in her arms and 
pressed me tight to her chest.” 

Subrat's voice was getting faint and his face was wet with 
tears. Rita too was hard put to hold back her tears. Still she started 
stroking his back to console him. 

“Mother did not return, Rita. News reached us that her plane 
had crashed on colliding with some mountain and there was no 
trace of any of the passengers. Every night | used to see a dream 
in which my mother was crying out to me from some deep cave 
between two mountains' Son, take me away from this place." 

" | cannot take my mother in my plane | will have to search 
her out. Only for that | became a pilot Now when !t take off and fly 
high above the mountains my mind and eyes involuntarily search 
for my mother. Every time I return from a flight my mind is clouded 
with the disappointment of not getting back my mother, | can not 
regain composure. Ritu, do you also wantto leave me like mother ?" 
Subrat was sobbing pathetically like a small child. 


Watching him in silent wonder Rita could see only a helpless, 
motherless child in Subrat, the pilot. 


ooo 
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Afternoon Melody 


It was pleasant to pace the lawn to and fro; to feel the cool 
touch of soft grass moist with the morning dew. Here and there the 
grass had lost its green colour due to constant collission with the 
cruel feet of man. In fact it had lost not only its colour but also its 
very existence at some spots. Only dry patches of sand are seen 
there. 

There was only one big tree at the centre of the lawn. It 
sheds leaves. At the touch of spring new leaves sprout in place of 
the old. The leaves which were once on the tree and are now falling 
expose their agony only when rustled by the wind or shaken by the 
moving feet of men. 

Lounging on a garden chair Shantanu Ray was absent- 
mindedly watching the carnival of falling feaves. Within the house 
nearby his daughter Anuradha had probably switched on the radio. 
Snatches from a Bengali song wafted over to him. 

“Your first poem still echoes in this mind 

You are no more, you are no more 

You are mine no more." 


The middle aged Shantanu sighed. For a moment the lawn, 
the garden and rows of rose plants with their colourful blossoms all 
appeared hazy to the eyes of the complete and successful man 
Shantanu Ray. Was that renowned businessman weeping ? 

Posing this question to himself, he cast a vigilant eye all 
around. Had anybody seen it ? These days Shantanu is gripped 
by a strange apprehension occasionally that even his thoughts are 
exposed before others. This fear complex had become a disease 
with Shantanu for the last few years. He was trying his best to 
regain normalcy. 

From the portico was heard the sound of a car being parked. 
Sukhada had probably returned. In no time the gloomy mansion 
had become lively with laughter, cheer and chatter. Shantanu 
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compared the house with his own mind At another time he would 
have gone in, welcomed his wife and her friends and perhaps joined 
them in their gossip and bustle. But that day he was finding it 
pleasant to sit all by himself in the lawn. 

And nobody sought him out. Sounds of talking, laughter and 
the clatter of plates and crockery in which tea and snacks were 
being served echoed in Shantanu's ears. Unwittingly he had been 
waiting for Sukhada's invitation to join them. Every now and then 
he was looking up even at the sound of a leaf falling down. 

Sukinda did not come. Perhaps she had not noticed his 
absence or not finding him in the house, had presumed that he had 
gone out. May be ! But Sukhada knew that he would not go out at 
this time of the day. 

But why was he thinking of Sukhada sitting in the lawn ? 
She was no longer thinking of him. She had forgotten all realities. 
But she had engrossed everything - the past and the future, the 
home and the world outside and finally his thoughts too ! 

How hard Shantanu was trying to free himself from thoughts 
about Sukhada. If only some one could give him that freedom ! But 
she did not look at him. For her he was far off; very far indeed. 

"Father !" Shantanu was starlted on hearing it. His daughter 
Anuradha was standing before him with tea on a tray. How strange 
that Anuradha should bear such striking resemblance to Mallika ! 
Probably Malli was just the same age as Anuradha now when he 
first saw her - a girl of eighteen or nineteen dressed simply and not 
particutarly beautiful. But her face had a touching charm which made 
one want to look at her again and again without getting the courage 
to touch her. 

Anuradha placed the tray on the teapoy noisily. Shantanu 
looked up again. Tears of wounded pride had welled up in her eyes. 
Malli too used to stare like that when she felt she was slighted. She 
never tried to give vent to her feelings by uttering a single word. 

She could not express her feelings till the very end. Just 
staring like that in hurt pride Malli had gone back. Shantanu had 
then kept looking in that direction till the pale yellow pallav of her 
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white sari was out of sight. And also for many days thereafter, in 
the hope that she would come back looking for him and would sulk 
more if she did not find him. 

The darkness of dusk had become denser. The whole sky 
was lit up with stars. The bungalow was lighted all around. The 
door of Shantanu's car remained open. But Malli never came back. 

Shantanu laughed within himself. It was not Malli alone who 
had left. Many other blossoms had filled his garden. Many girls had 
come to him with hope and had left disillusioned. In spite of that 
why was he remembering Malli with such intensity of feeling like an 
ever faithful lover ? He had every thing one needs in life - money, 
house, gold, car; an educated, beautiful and ultra-modern wife like 
Sukhada and a daughter like Anuradha. He had acquired all these 
by dint of his own intelligence and strength. He was living in luxury 
with contentment. 

Mallika had said something like this on that day. Years later 
he had run into her unexpectedly in the lawn at the back of the 
inspection bungalow. Sitting on a cane chair with her legs stretched 
on another she was reading something. in the dim ligjht of the 
setting sun She was hard put to read even with spectacles. So she 
had not noticed the presence of Shantanu. 

But he could recognise Mallika even without spectacles. The 
Shantanu of thirty years back suddenly came alive within him. 
Shaking her hard by the shoulders he exclaimed "You here, Malli ?” 
Mallika was startled but only for a moment. Then she stood up in 
alarm. But with great self control she silently indicated to Shantanu 
to sit down. Even then Shantanu could understand her unspoken 
language without any difficulty. He sat down but his mind suddenly 
calmed down. 

Pulling back her chair Mallika too sat down and asked him in 
a very calm voice. "When did you come, Shantanu ?" As if she had 
seen Shantanu just a little while ago and there was nothing 
surprising in his being there ! His surprise on hearing her words 
far exeeded his surprise at meeting her. 

Mallika was sitting with her hands resting on her lap with 
fingers locked together. That was a peculiar habit with her. On many 
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occasions he had pulled out one hand forcibly. Unwittingly he 
extended his hand that day also. Malli stood up as if she wanted to 
retreat. Shantanu had a desire to stop her by catching hold of her 
hand or the pallav of her sari. Even in the dim light he could see 
tears glistening in her eyes. Strange ! Did she still remember him ? 
Was she grieving over the past ? Had his withdrawal hurt her so 
much ? Shantanu had not thought of such things before. He had 
no time to think. 

Malli was not the only woman in his life but he was the only 
man in her life. He knew that and felt proud and was proud of Malti 
too. Even while sending her away he had felt a cruel joy which had 
a tinge of pride in it. 

In the pale darkness of the evening Mallika clad in a white 
sari resembled a marble statue. If only she were really turned into 
a statue how wonderful that would be ! Then he could have carried 
if off immediately, installed it in a corner of his spacious drawing 
room and looked at it every day. 

But why was Malli covering her head ? Had she got married ? 
If S0, to whom ? Shantanu was silently putting these questions to 
himself. Why was Malli standing still like that ? 

Then the statue moved. 


"Shantanu, | came here for inspection of the school. My work is 
over. | am going back tomorrow. But what brings you to this rural 
area ? Have you got some business here 7?" 

Her talk was bright and effortless like a rain of sparklers. 
Shantanu was fascinated as he gazed at her face. Nothing had 
changed. Everything was just the same as if the duration of thirty 
years was only thirty minutes. How natural was her talk {| 

Shantanu did not remember all that was said in his 
conversation with Mallika that day. But he had marked an 
extraordinary firmness in her voice as if she was saying” I do not 
like this display of emotion. { know today that you are a thriving 
businessman. Treading our separate paths we have met here fora 
few minutes. In this active life, | have no time to carry on from this 
point and shed tears of agony all my life.” 


The Triangle and Other Selected Stories of Nandini Satpathy M 88 


Digitized by PPRACHIN, SOA 


Thereafter Malli did not stay there any longer. Shantanu went 
out for dinner and on his return to the 1.B. he came to know that 
Mallika had altered her programme and had left the town that very 
day by the night train. Everybody was under the impression that 
she had left on getting some urgent message. But Shantanu Rai 
knew only too well how sentimental Mallika was. For a long time he 
was feeling as iof he had lost something. 

The bustle in the drawing room had subsided. Apparentely, 
Sukhada's friends had left. The radio in Anuradha's room had been 
switched off. Shantanu wanted to get up but all his limbs seemed 
to have been rendered motionless by a strange laziness. Sukhada, 
Mallika were all busy in their own activities. None had time to spare 
a thought for him. All were reluctant to wait. They had established 
themselves in their respective lives. They had discovered life and 
were enjoying it. But why had all activities come to an end so soon 
for Shantanu ? 

"Where has Babu gone ?" Inside the house Sukhada was 
asking a servant in a loud voice. Shantanu laughed. So at last she 
had found time to enquire about him ! He did not feel hurt for he 
had never bothered about anybody else feeling hurt. 


ooo 
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The Lanes 


The crowd was gradually swelling in that air-cnditioned 
restaurant situated in the busy main road in New Delhi. The time 
for evening tea was already over. Boys resembling cranes in their 
white caps were busy in setting the table for dinner. Two tables 
were being arranged side by side at a prominent place. The table 
cloth stained-with tea and coffee was replaced by a clean one 
washed and pressed. 

Every now and then the heavy glass door was being opened 
and shut noiselessly. But each time sitting at a table in a corner | 
was fully aware of the entrance and exit of people. Despite my 
friend's animated talk and the attraction of food, | had my head 
turned in that direction to observe that activity of arrival and exit. 

Those who entered then were a man and a woman but 
obviously not a cpouple. The lady was from another country and 
appeared quite strange by the side of the dark Indian. They occupied 
a small table at a short distance from ours and were too engrossed 
in some discussion to order their food. The waiter was standing 
near the table to take the order with the menu card in his hand. He 
could not ask them as that might amount to braech of good manners. 
but his frowing face clearly reflected his annoyance. 

“ What are you watching so fascinated ?" my friend asked 
me. 

“ That pair ", | replied briefly. 

“ They are neither married nor lovers. Have you marked how 
wanton the woman is ?" 

"Yes, but just now | don't want to express or hear any opinion 
about them. | just want to observe them and the strange ways of 
human life in sifence.” 

1 became silent and my friend was hurt. My philosophical 
reflections were totally unexpected and had spott the enjoyment of 


Sweet espresso coffee. ! really felt ashemd. At that moment ! had 
never wanted to hurt anybody. 
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It was necessary to change the topic and for that { had to 
take the initiative. The glass fixed on the wall of the restaurant 
facing the road was covered with pictures of many animals, birds, 
trees and flowers. The feeble blue light from outside falling on it 
had created a strange riot of colours. 

I suddenly recalled that it was Dolapoornima, the full moon 
before Holi. The light falling on the glass was moonlight. | leaned 
forward and made a futile attempt to discover the moon on the sky. 
Why should the shameless moon rise on the Delhi sky ? 

The orchestra struck up and both my eyes were involuntarily 
turned in that direction. By now | had directed my gaze to that spot 
many times but my searching eyes had been withdrawn from the 
silent orchestra. That day there was unusual delay in the arrival of 
those who would be swung into motion by the music and my mind 
was restless with a strange expectation. 

For whom was this waiting ? It is not that | don't like music 
but 1 lack the taste to be fully engrossed by it. Still | was being 
drawn to this restaurant even at odd times whenever | get a little 
respite from work. 

What did | see ? Nora was standing behind the microphone. 
Heavy make-up applied on her pearly-white neck was most 
repulsive to the sight. The make-up was applied on her face too. 
From a distance shiny crimson lipstick was glistening in the neon 
light. Pop singer Nora employed by the owner of the restaurant for 
the entertainment of his customers. Swaying from side to side, she 
sings clad in a sleeveless blouse and tight mini skirt exposing the 
contours of her body. Whether people enjoy it or not, there is loud 
clapping of hands when the singing stops. I too join the rest and 
clap my hands without knowing the ABC of western music. 

" Ah ! How nasty !", my friend remarked when the singing 
stopped. | fixed an impatient look on his face. What was nasty- the 
music or the girl ? The clapping of hands was still not over - " 
Honey, honey " was echoing from all sides. 

My friend continued." Could't these girls adopt some decent 
profession ? Wearing such clothes and singing such dirty songs 
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every day they not only ruin themselves but aiso push society as a 
whole into hell.” 

“ Now it was my turn to laugh. { laughed loudly and said, 
Then why do you come running to this restaurant every day ? 
Boycott it !" ! 

He became grave. " No, it is not a matter of joke. | hate 
these girls. They are past their youth long since yet such pathetic 
attempt to capture it through such dress and such make-up ! Have 
you ever seen their faces without make-up ? Or the shape of their 
bodies under the scanty clothes ?" His voice was replete with hatred. 

Nora was slowly wiping the sweat off her face with her 
handkerchief. Now dragging her tired feet she will come down from 
the dias, then loosen the wide belt fixed tightly around her waist to 
make it appear slim. She would sit on the smal! sofa in a comer of 
the hall, just opposite to us. All her actions and demeanour could 
be clearly observed from where we were sitting. The music director 
would go and sit close to her. He would talk patting her fat arms 
and hands. Coffee and snacks would be served - pakaras or some 
such cheap item. n 

While sipping coffee, Nora would insert a cigarette between 
her lips and offer one to the man. He would then light both the 
cigarettes. 

I was thinking of Nora -may be so was my friend. But our 
thoughts were diametrically opposite. His mind was seething with 
hatred and my mind ? 

Before | could find an answer to this question my friend had 
got up and was on his feet. | must go back and lose myself in work 
till midnight. There would be no time to think of Nora -.no scope for 
normal emotions or any attempt to reach out to the pain and agony 
of another life. All that was there was work and more work. 

I had to go whether ! wanted or not. I too got up from my 
chair and ran into Nora at the entrance. She greeted me with an 
inclination of her head, saying, " Good evening". 


" Good evening ", |! responded and before ! could ask her 
anything she overtook me with quick steps and got into the lift. My 
friend stared at ‘me in surprise. 
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" Do you know her ?” he enquired in a voice marked with 
curiosity and aversion In his eyes was suspicion. 

“ Yes ! | know her; not only her but also her family, house 
everything, ! replied in a very casual manner. 

We had come out of the restaurant and were walking on the 
foot-path. The market and all shops were closed. Only some 
hawkers selling shirts, slippers and books were offering their wares 
in a shrill voice. The flower vendor was hovering around the cinema 
house with bunches of jasmine, rose and jui. But the pan shop was 
still doing brisk business. My friend too stopped before the pan 
shop. 


" How did you get acquainted with that girl 2?" He was now 
bursting with curiosity. 

I too could not help laughing at the way he was questioning 
me. " You need not be apprehensive", | said soothingly. " | shall tel! 
you everything. | had leamt all about Nora's life through many efforts. 

" Strange !" 

" Nothing strange about it. | have just done what a writer is 
expected to do. How can a writer touch the core of anybody if he 
does not understand the different aspects of human character ? 
He cannot afford to indulge in superficial criticism like others.” 

The night had advanced. My friend had become grave. Had 
I hurt him carried away by my ego as a writer ? 

He stopped near the taxi stand. “ Shall we take a taxi ?", he 
asked. 

I was lost in thought for a moment. Then he said, " You are 
probably tired. Further | have hurt your mind which is full of sympathy 
for Nora. Now [et us go home and rest. But tomorrow you must tell 
me all about Nora." He had suddenly become quite relaxed and 
understanding. 

"” How can you say so ? It is | who had hurt you. Please 
forgive me." | gripped his hand impulsively. 

This time he became even more informa! and walked on, 
almost dragging me by the hand. We had left behind the taxi stand 
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as well as the commotion of people coming out of the cinema hall 
after the night show and their mad rush for taxies and walked on. 

The main road in Delhi was quiet and lonely. Like dreams 
intervening in sleep, stray cars whizzed past now and then disturbing 
the quietness of the road. On the foot-path drops of water fell from 
the trees. Probably there was a drizzle a little while ago. 

" Tears drip from the solitary trees on this lonely road. Nora's 
life though outwardly hustling and active is also lonely and pathetic 
like this. I too had asked her one day - "could't you get some decent 
job." Nora then invited me to her house. We silently boarded a taxi 
and stopped in front of a delapidated house in a narrow lane. 

Seeing the surroundings | had no desire to get down from 
the car. i looked at Nora -~ her eyes were glaring as if she would 
have burnt up oppertunist social reformers like us. I follwed her like 
one in a trance. 

My friend had come closer to me as we walked on. 

A child opened the door. He was leaning on two crutches. 
A pair of pathetic eyes in the lovely face of a boy wearing a dirty 
torn shirt were fixed on my face. He immediately dropped one crutch 
and taking Nora's hand for support, asked her " Mummy, who is 
this ?" 

1 was startled. Was he Nora's son ? Was she married ? 
Several! questions sprang up in my mind. Nora turned to me and 
said " He is my son. He is affected by polio". 

1 felt suffocated in the room to which she led me. There were 
two small string cots in the room. All the riffraff of the earth seemed 
to have collected there. | had some difficulty in locating two creatures 
called human beings within those dirty clothes and soiled blankets. 
The electric butb of very low voltage burning inside the room had 
created a scary atmosphere in the room instead of lighting it up. 

Two people lying on the cots hurriedly got up. On one cot sat 
an emaciated old woman suffering from asthma. With a great effort, 
she asked Nora why she was late. Without replying to her, Nora 
said to me, " My mother-in-law. She maybe an invalid but | have to 
give an explanation to her about all my actions and conduct.” 
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Her voice was quite indifferent !ike that of a tourist guide 
describing the places of interest as a matter of habit. 

She pointed to the other cot. Only a sickly face was seen 
and two eyes glaring in their sockets. Nora approached him and ! 
followed her. Speaking with great difficulty that living corpse was 
saying, " So now your paramours are coming to the house too ?" 

I was nonplussed and moved away. This time Nora laughed 
like a mad woman and sharply pointing her finger at him, said, “ He 
is my husband, my lord and master and a T.B. patient." Just as she 
had started laughing, she burst out weeping uncontrollably.” 

Unconsciously we had stopped walking and were standing 
by the roadside. My friend had gripped both my hands in his own. 

| said “ Let us proceed." 

" Please forgive me", he said, still holding my hands. 


ooo 
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Glossary 


Chowpathi - 


Durga - 
Dussera - 


Didi - 


Geeta - 

Grama Sevika - 
Hata - 

Holi - 


Jai - 

Jui - 
Jawan - 
Jai jawan - 
Khaddar - 


Kanjeevaram - 
Kisan - 

Lungi - 

Mahila Mondal - 
Mandia - 

Nani - 

Neem - 

Pan - 


Pakora - 

Pallav - 

Raghupati Raghava etc.- 
Rangoli - 


Rosgolla - 
Santal - 
Sherbet - 


Village forum for settling disputes and solving 
community problems. 

An incarnation of the Mother Goddess. 

A Hindu festival to mark the destruction of 
demons by Durga 

Elder sister, also used by servants to address the 
daughters of the family. 

The gist of the Upnishads, the gospels of Hinduism 
A village level lady worker 

Daily market 

The spring festival when people spray coloured 
powder and water on one another. 

Victory 

A sweet smelling flower 

indian soldier | 

A popular slogan meaning "Victory to the Soldiers” 
Home-spun coarse cotton fabric popularised by 
Mahatma Gandhi during the freedom movement. 
A town in South India famous for weaving silk sarees 
indian farmer 

A piece coloured cloth used by indian men. 

An organisation of women 

Cursce rice 

Elder sister, same as Didi 

A medicinat tropica! tree 

Beta! leaf, aracnut, iime, cardomon etc. rolled 
together and chewed. 

A common indian snack 

The part of the sari thrown over the shoulder. 

A devotional song popularised by Gandhiji. 
Auspicious patterns drawn with rice powder paste 
on the floor and walls of a house on special occasions. 
An Indian sweet. 

A tribe, mostly found in Orissa and Bihar. 
Home-made soft drink. 
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